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ABSTRACT

In the national debate over hydraulic fracturing (fracking), pro- and anti-fracking
discourses tend to depict a flattened, homogenous American public that shares the same
beliefs, values, and experiences with fracking. But, these depictions of a universal public
smooth over the rhetorical complexities of situated discourses, identities, and experiences
of distinct peoples in discrete places and locales. To unflatten the rhetorical landscape
and flesh out the dimensions of place in regional and local discourses of fracking, my
dissertation centers on a case study of Vernal, Utah – an historically boom-and-bust town
in northeastern Utah struggling financially amidst a recent downturn in the gas and oil
industry and dealing with a controversy over the possible link between pollution from
fracking and the town’s escalating infant mortality rate. Drawing on interviews with
residents and government officials, direct and participant-observations, and archival
materials, my project offers insight into the lived experiences of residents in a fracked
town. Their stories illustrate the necessity of considering the intricate rhetorical
dimensions of place in people’s beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, and actions toward complex
environmental issues like fracking and demonstrate that the rhetorical phenomenon of
fracking is not universal; rather, it is deeply situated and profoundly influenced by
geography, sense of place, and regional history.
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Chapter I: Introduction
Each of us from the beginning, now and forever more will be emplaced
somewhere, not just anywhere. […] As I write these words, this is where I am, a
place in which I live and dwell.
As you read these words, you are also somewhere in particular. Your place, as
mine, has its own history, its own configuration of features, its ways of holding
those who live there, its resources for living, its affordances and limitations.
– Donal Carbaugh and Tovar Cerulli1
It’s June 22, 2015. The Rolling Stone has just released an article titled “What’s
Killing the Babies of Vernal, Utah?”, in which author Paul Solotaroff exposes a local
midwife’s discovery of potential links between pollution from hydraulic fracturing and
the town’s escalating infant death rate. In May 2013, Donna Young, mother of six and
midwife for 20 years, delivered her first stillborn: “a girl who was pink and fully formed;
the child never took her first breath” (Solotaroff). A few days later, as Young offered
graveside comfort to the grieving parents at Rock Point Cemetery in Vernal, she was
approached by an acquaintance who confided that this was not the year’s first infant
death. Intrigued, Young would go on to discover that the number of infant deaths had
skyrocketed to six times the normal rate for a town of Vernal’s size (< 11,000), going
from two deaths in 2010 to thirteen in 2013 (Solataroff). After local officials ignored her
discovery, Young took her concerns to Dr. Brian Moench, president of the activist group
Utah Physicians for a Healthy Environment, who pointed to increased pollution from the

From “Cultural Discourses of Dwelling: Investigating Environmental Communication as a Place-based
Practice.” Environmental Communication 7.1: 2013. 4-23.
1
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town’s thriving shale gas industry as the cause. However, as Solatoaroff writes, in this
historically boom and bust town then flush with oil and gas money, and where “I ♥
Drilling” signs adorn local storefronts, many residents resented Young for her discovery
and saw her as a threat to the town’s economic security. Some locals retaliated by shifting
blame to Young, alleging that she, herself, was responsible for the deaths due to her
incompetence as a midwife (Solataroff). Instead of showing concern for the possible
relationship between air pollution due to fracking and the rise in infant deaths, the town
of Vernal, fearing that increased publicity of the discovery would scare off the gas and oil
industries, vilified Young and worked to sweep her concerns under the rug (Solotaroff).
Indeed, Solotaroff paints a grim picture of Vernal. He describes it as “A hundred
and fifty miles of sparse blacktop east of Salt Lake City, Vernal has the feel of a slapdash
suburb dropped randomly from outer space. Half of it is new and garishly built, the paint
barely dry after a decade-long run of fresh-drilled wells and full employment.” He is
highly critical of what he views as the town’s hostility and willful ignorance towards
Young’s discovery: “In most places, detecting a grave risk to children would inspire
people to name a street for you. But in Vernal, a town literally built by oil, raising
questions about the safety of fracking will brand you a traitor and a target.” However,
Solotaroff finds it “sad but unsurprising that Young would get pushback from a town that
leans on oil as much as Vernal.” He explains:
Since crude was first pumped in this High Plains town shortly after
World War II, its fortunes have tracked the price point of gas, riding its
fluctuations up and down. Then along came the fracking boom, which
2

extracted fossil fuels at rates undreamt of 10 years back, and Vernal was
suddenly awash in real money. Virtually the whole west side is newly
constructed, with big-box chain stores, midrange hotels and three
brewpubs serving the roughnecks who rent the prefab townhomes. Oil
money helped fund the new City Hall, as well as the 32-acre convention
center, one of the largest such spreads in the West. There’s the juice bar
hawking T-shirts that say ‘I Heart Drilling,’ the July 4th parade featuring
girls on derrick floats and the yearly golf tourney called Petroleum Days.
So it’s moot to expect much Green Party ferment from a place
where boys quit high school in boom years to work the rigs at 16.
(Solotaroff)
Solotaroff’s characterization of Vernal and its residents rings true in a variety of
ways. Many of the town’s inhabitants strongly believe that the gas and oil industry is the
life blood of the community. They are fiercely protective of that industry against anything
seen as a threat to what many inhabitants see as their gas and oil way of life. However, in
his determined efforts to shed light onto a situation involving what he saw as endemic
corruption, negligence, and injustice, Solotaroff overstated the town’s resistance to
Young’s discovery and overlooked the assemblage of factors working beneath the surface
to shape residents’ beliefs and experiences with fracking. In fact, much of the media
treatment of places where fracking is ongoing mirrors Solotaroff’s tendencies to overstate
the polarized nature of the fracking controversy and to overlook underlying factors of
influence such as history, culture, and religion that are heavily shaped by place. Such a
3

place-centric exploration of fracked communities like Vernal would bring into relief a
multiplicity of beliefs, values, and experiences regarding fracking that articles like
Solataroff’s tend to leave unmapped.
Solotaroff’s reductive characterization of Vernal represents a larger trend in the
national hydraulic fracturing debate – a debate that has become increasingly polarized,
with the powerful voices of the gas and oil industry, environmental groups, and the media
dominating the discussion. In the midst of this debate, the voices of local residents living
in towns where fracking is ongoing, such as those living in Vernal, tend to be eclipsed
and overlooked. This study uses in-depth interviews with 15 inhabitants of the Vernal
area to “unflatten the [rhetorical] terrain” (Goggin 6) and flesh out “the tectonics of
place” (Rice 202) in inhabitants’ perceptions of fracking and arguments made about
fracking, that have heretofore been smoothed over by dominant discourses in this
national debate. Before providing more details about this study and its findings, I first
offer readers a brief history of fracking and a contextualization of its contested nature,
which also draws attention to the need for place-based inquiries into local discourses of
fracking, such as this one. After this history, I discuss this study’s purposes and
significances as well as its limitations and delimitations. I conclude this chapter with an
overview of the seven chapters that follow.
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From Nitroglycerin to Frack Fluid: A Brief Evolution of Hydraulic Fracturing2
Hydraulic fracturing, also referred to as hydrofracking or high volume hydraulic
fracturing (HVHF), is a fairly new method used in the production of oil and gas from
shale rock. The technique can be traced to an extraction method first introduced in the
1860s. In “Hydraulic Fracturing: History of an Enduring Technology,” Carl T.
Montgomery and Michael B. Smith, experts in hydraulic fracturing and rock mechanics
at NSI Technologies,3 explain that the 1860s version of fracturing was used in oil wells
and involved “shooting” the well with liquid or solidified nitroglycerin (NG) to “break
up, or rubblize” the rock and obtain oil (Montgomery and Smith 27). This explosive
technique of fracturing rock to release what was inside was soon used to increase
productivity of water and gas wells. However, because NG was illegal, oil and gas
researchers in the 1930s experimented with injecting non-explosive fluids, first acid and
then water, at high pressures to fracture the rock wells (27).
During the 1940s, Floyd Farris of the Stanolind Oil and Gas Corporation studied
this new technology further, believing that “hydraulically fracturing a formation” would
“enhance production from oil and gas wells” (Montgomery and Smith 27). Farris’s
research led to Stanolind Oil conducting the first hydraulic fracturing test-run in 1947 in

2

This section, which has been revised to fit this context, has previously appeared in a book chapter I wrote
for an edited collection on topical rhetoric:
Kerr, Jacqueline N. “Designing Doubt: The Tactical Use of Uncertainty in Hydraulic Fracturing
Debates.” Topic-Driven Environmental Rhetoric. Ed. Derek Ross. Routledge: 2017. 187-210.
3
According to the “About Us” page on NSI’s website, the corporation has been specializing in hydraulic
fracture engineering and software solutions since 1984.
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the Hugoton gas field in Grant County, Kansas. The experimental treatment used a
mixture of “sand from the Arkansas River” and “naphthenic-acid-and-palm-oil-(napalm-)
thickened gasoline […] followed by a gel breaker” (27). Undeterred that production was
only minimally increased with this initial experiment, Stanolind continued to refine the
technique, and, two years later in 1949, the company achieved patent-status for their
improved treatment, referred to as “Hydrafrac,” “with an exclusive license granted to the
Halliburton Oil Well Cementing Company (Howco)” (27).
In the 1980s, George Phydias Mitchell continued developing Farris’s
hydrofracking technology, spending 17 years and $6 million to gain access to vast gas
reserves in the Barnett Shale formation in Texas (Prud’homme 28). Mitchell Energy had
moderate success recovering gas from the formation using improved drilling techniques
throughout the 1990s. The company’s “‘slick-water fracturing’” process developed in
1997 added chemicals to the frack water to accelerate fluid flow and led to Mitchell
Energy successfully “cracking the Barnett” in 1998 (Tremblath et al.). The slickwater
process made hydrofracking economical, slashing the cost from $250,000 – $300,000 per
job to $100,000 (Prud’homme 29; Tremblath et al.). Devon Energy Corp. acquired
Mitchell Energy in 2001 and became the first company to successfully frack shale
formations by pairing slick-water fracturing with horizontal drilling (Cahoy, Gehmen,
and Lei 286). Devon’s combination is considered “the ‘aha’ moment” by the gas and oil
industry that led to “a worldwide breakthrough” in shale gas and oil development
(Pitzarella qtd in Silver). From that point on, America entered what industry
spokespeople and economists refer to as the shale gas revolution.
6

However, the dramatic increase in hydraulic fracturing has raised significant
questions about its safety and practicality. Supporters of fracking emphasize the “gamechanging and transformative” nature of the process, calling it “a revolution heralding a
golden age of cheap, plentiful energy for a resource constrained world” (Wood 1). They
also laud the safety of hydraulic fracturing, claiming that the continually developing
technology “is getting safer and should present no major environmental problems”
(Entine). Conversely, fracking’s critics underscore its destructive nature, citing concerns
about water contamination, air pollution, and landscape and community impacts.
Detractors also cite fracking’s links to climate change4 and earthquakes5 and voice
serious concerns about the role industry plays in determining regulation and policy
decisions on hydraulic fracturing. Wenonah Hauter, Executive Director of Food & Water
Watch, has referred to fracking as “the environmental issue of our time,” one that:
touches on every aspect of our lives — the water we drink, the air we
breathe, the health of our communities — and it is also impacting the
global climate on which we all depend. It pits the largest corporate
interests — big oil and gas companies and the political leaders who
support them — against people and the environment in a long-term

See Robert W. Howarth, Renee Santoro, and Anthony Ingraffea, “Methane and the Greenhouse-Gas
Footprint of Natural Gas from Shale Formations, Climactic Change 106.4 (2011): 679-690.
5
See Katie Keranen, Elizabeth Cochran, Heather Savage, and Geoffrey Abers, “Potentially Induced
Earthquakes in Oklahoma, USA: Links between Wastewater Injection and the 2011 Mw 5.7 Earthquake
Sequence,” Geology 41.3 (2013): 699-702.
4
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struggle for survival. It is an issue that has captivated the hearts and minds
of hundreds of thousands of people across the United States and across the
globe. (“Urgent Case” i)
Hauter’s statement calls attention to the intricate ways that fracking circulates
through all levels of society: the regulatory (in)actions of industry and government have
ripple effects throughout the natural world and the global community, all the way down
into the private lives of individuals. Moreover, what Hauter’s words make clear is that the
controversy over hydraulic fracturing is more than a debate over technical and scientific
issues; it is also a political and philosophical debate that, at its core, engages the issue of
values: “which values should be prioritized in society, or what standards of proof should
be applied by a public body weighing the stakes of action and inaction, or what specific
policies would be best in the given circumstances” (Ceccarelli 212). Indeed, these issues
over values flow like an undercurrent through people’s perceptions and evaluations of
fracking and fracking arguments. In local communities where fracking is ongoing, it is
important to understand how the place in which people live works to inform and shape
inhabitants’ identities, beliefs, and values, which in turn work to shape inhabitants’
beliefs about the particular practices and traditions that can take root there.
Purpose and Significance of the Study
This study serves as a step towards such a place-centric understanding of local
fracking discourses that have been erased or eroded by dominant discourses in the
national debate over fracking. Dominant discourses are those used by the gas and oil
industry, government organizations, environmental groups, and the media. I refer to these
8

discourses as dominant because they are coming from the corporations, organizations,
and groups whose voices are the loudest in the national fracking debate due to their
positions of power, privilege, and wealth -- positions that permit them to have
considerable control over the narratives that are used to frame fracking for the American
public. These dominant discourses often employ narrative frames that simplify, politicize,
and bifurcate the issue of hydraulic fracturing. The leading frames portray the issue of
fracking as a dichotomy: economy versus environment, developmentalism versus
environmentalism, and progress versus regress. To further describe these dominant
discourses and the narrative frames they employ, I draw from cognitive scientist and
linguist George Lakoff’s concept of narrative framing that views cultural narratives as
cognitive structures embedded deep within our neural circuitry and form “the very
building blocks” of understanding in our brains (21). As Lakoff observes, over time,
cultural narratives become deeply rooted and “fixed in the neural circuits of our brains,”
giving meaning to our lives and arranging our beliefs and behaviors to align with the
value systems they promote (34). Some of the cultural narratives that Lakoff identifies
are: the Rags-to-Riches narrative; the American Redemption narrative; the Troubled Life
narrative; the Battle Against Good and Evil narrative; the Self-Defense narrative; and the
Rescue narrative. Each narrative activates standard character roles of hero, victim, villain,
and helpers, and “the roles in the narratives that [people] understand [themselves] as
fitting give meaning to [their] li[ves]” (33).
These value-driven narratives can be seen in the communicative strategies of
dominant discourses of fracking. For example, pro-fracking groups, such as gas and oil
9

corporations, industry lobbyists, and government agencies, appeal to the widely held
belief that the economy is society’s top priority by framing their arguments to reflect and
reinforce the assumptions that Americans are entitled to energy, employment, and a
robust economy.6 These groups routinely frame the issue in accordance with cultural
narratives such as the Battle of Good Against Evil narrative; the Self-Defense narrative;
and the Rescue narrative in order to position fracking and/or the gas and oil industry as
the Hero who will rescue America from the dreaded foes of Unemployment and
Dependence on Foreign Oil. In these cultural narratives, environmentalists are routinely
cast as villains working to prevent progress and development. Conversely, fracking’s
critics value the environment and public health over the economy and frame the issue of
fracking according to the beliefs that Americans deserve clean water, air, and a healthy
planet.7 Anti-fracking groups also employ the Battle of Good Against Evil narrative; the
Self-Defense narrative; and the Rescue narrative; however, they reassign character roles
to align with their beliefs and values, portraying environmentalists as heroes who are

6

For examples of appeals to pro-fracking discourses, see the corporate websites for Chevron, ExxonMobil,
and Halliburton, along with popular hydraulic fracturing websites such as EnergyFromShale.org and
EnergyTomorrow.org, both run by the American Petroleum Institute (API). Also, see news articles such as
Jim Morris, Lisa Song, and David Hasemyer’s “Big Oil, Bad Air: Fracking the Eagle Ford Shale of South
Texas,” PublicIntergrity.org, February 18, 2014, eagleford.publicintegrity.org/, and Michael Rubinkam’s
“Corbett Attacks Fracking Opponents as ‘Unreasoning,’” NBC10.com, September 20, 2012,
www.nbcphiladelphia.com/news/local/Two-Days-of-Gas-in-Philly-170467936.html.
7
For examples of anti-fracking discourses, see the sections about fracking on the websites for the National
Resource Defense Council (NRDC), Food & Water Watch, New Yorkers Against Fracking, and news
articles such as Suzanne Goldberg’s “Fracking Hell: What’s It’s Really Like to Live Next to a Shale Gas
Well,” TheGuardian.com, December 13, 2013, www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/dec/14/frackinghell-live-next-shale-gas-well-texas-us, and Anthony Ingraffea’s “Dangers of Hydraulic Fracturing in
Shale,” StarTribune.com, October 27, 2013, trib.com/news/opinion/forums/dangers-of-hydraulicfracturing-in-shale/article_b080d8d6-e588-5505-b082-662434c65df2.html.
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battling to rescue the earth and humanity from the villainy of fracking and the gas and oil
industry. Ultimately, as I will discuss further in Chapter 7, these narrative frames limit
the ways in which people can conceive of and respond to environmental issues like
hydraulic fracturing.
Moreover, these dominant discourses tend to reflect a universality in peoples’
opinions and experiences of fracking: both pro- and anti-fracking discourses depict a
flattened, homogenous American public that shares the same beliefs, values, and
experiences with hydraulic fracturing. But who are the Americans who make up this
public? Where do they live? How might their geographical location shape their
perceptions of and participation with this issue? This dissertation engages these
questions, using in-depth interviews with local inhabitants of the Vernal area to cut
through the dominant rhetoric that characterizes the debate over hydraulic fracturing and
to accentuate the rhetorical dimensions of place that are smoothed over in pro- and antifracking groups’ superficial characterizations of placeless, featureless “Americans.”
While current scholarship in environmental rhetoric is investigating how
hydraulic fracturing discourses shape public perception, attitudes, and actions (Bomberg
2015; Boudet et al. 2014; Cope 2013; Guignard 2013; Hopke 2016; Kerr 2017; Kroepsch
2016; Mando 2016; Shen, Ahern, and Baker 2014; Vasi et al. 2015), few studies have
used interviews with residents in towns where fracking is ongoing to inform their
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research (Metz and Dodge 2016).8 Missing from the corpus of research is an in-depth
investigation into the dynamic interplay between dominant argumentative patterns in the
national fracking debate and discourses of fracking at regional and local levels. My
dissertation addresses this gap by using in-depth interviews to explore local attitudes
toward and experiences with fracking and fracking arguments in Vernal. On the whole,
this study has a dual purpose of 1) furthering research on fracking discourses by offering
a multiple methodologies approach to investigating local discourses of fracking that
applies ecological and participatory critical rhetorical approaches to making visible the
entanglements of place in participants’ fracking discourses, and 2) intervening in the
field’s methodological approaches that interweave qualitative and rhetorical research
methods by advocating for more emplaced, embodied, and instructive engagements with
our research processes and our participatory roles in them in our conversations about
rhetorical field methods.
This study’s exploration into the role of place in local discourses of hydraulic
fracturing found that participants’ experiences and understandings of hydraulic fracturing
are shaped by place, both geographical location and the sense of place that arises from
living in that location. Moreover, a reciprocal relationship exists between participants and
place: the place shapes participants’ experiences and understandings of fracking while
participants also shape the place in which they live. Ultimately, as I will later

8

Much of this type of qualitative scholarship is being conducted in sociology (Brasier et al. 2011; Ladd
2014), anthropology (Hudgins and Poole 2015), and geography (Kroepsch 2016).
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demonstrate, this recursive relationship comes to bear significantly on participants’
rhetorical practices regarding fracking, such as how they accept and reject arguments
made about fracking, how they formulate their own arguments about fracking, and how
they conceive of appropriate actions to be made in response to fracking.
This study takes an ecological approach to exploring participants’ discourses of
hydraulic fracturing and contributes new insights and understandings into the inter- and
intra-connections of place, history, and culture and the beliefs and communicative
strategies of the people in Vernal: how do the strands of place, history, and culture
overlap, intertwine, entangle? And how do these emplaced entanglements play out in my
interviewees’ beliefs about fracking and gas and oil development and in their
communicative practices? I use this dissertation as a way to foster an attunement to the
particular relations of Vernal’s residents to fracking – to develop “a cultivated awareness
to patterns of entangled relations” and practices, both discursive and material, that work
together to influence their thoughts, opinions, and actions towards fracking (Keeling 31819); and, through this attunement, offer powerful counternarratives that challenge and
complicate the typically black-and-white frames of discussion so often used by dominant
discourses to characterize people living in fracked towns.
While all participants reside in and around the Vernal area, their responses to
interview questions about fracking reveal multiple interpretive experiences and potential
meanings of the Vernal area, illuminating a sense of place that is experiential and
embodied. Participants’ perceptions of place are many, yet they did point to an
acknowledged, dominant sense of place that destabilizes all others, and this dominant
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vision of Vernal “enables the rhetorical actions of some identities and communities,
while problematizing other bodies and practices” (Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres
24). Additionally, no singular phenomenon of hydraulic fracturing exists among
participants; rather, each participant’s experiences and understanding are multifaceted
and highly nuanced, resulting in kaleidoscopic views of this phenomenon. Ultimately, the
cyclical relationship between people and place demonstrated in the ways participants talk
about or enact their identities, values, beliefs, and experiences “exposes the cracks and
fissures in dominant discourses” (Middleton, Senda-Cook, and Endres 390) that tend to
smooth over and efface local discourses and rhetorical experiences.
This study also took participatory and in situ approaches to investigate the
rhetorical complexities of place-based rhetorics in local fracking discourses to provide a
fuller picture of the perceptions and experiences of people living in fracked towns, who
tend to be identified only by a few essential characteristics by dominant discourses.
Outsiders relying on representations of Vernal constructed through the lenses of
dominant discourses are provided an incomplete understanding of the town and its
inhabitants. The oftentimes black-and-white frames through which dominant groups
construct their narratives about this fracked town avoid engaging with the complex
ideological and ontological entanglements of place, identities, and values that are
interwoven into inhabitants’ nuanced understandings of and experience with fracking.
These reductive frames do not go unnoticed by inhabitants. On the contrary, many of the
people I spoke with took issue with being so simplistically portrayed, as we can see in my
exchange with participant Dale Gray, a paleontologist at the Uintah Field House of
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Natural History and Chairman of the Conservation Issues Committee for the Vernal
Chamber of Commerce. During our interview, Dale emphasized the need for people to
understand the variety and depth of thought that occurs in small, rural, single-industry
towns like Vernal:
When you start looking at different areas, there’s a lot of different
ways of thought here, in rural America. I think sometimes the media
classifies rural America as a block that doesn’t have any variability into it.
But, I’m seeing quite a bit of variability when you actually talk to people
about controversial things. So-called controversial things, like efficient
light bulbs and solar power. Things like that. They’re very interested in
hearing about it.
That’s interesting that you’re saying in the media, rural America
gets homogenized into this big, kind of group.
I listen to that on the news, and I think most of those reporters
probably haven’t spent a lot of time in rural America. You have to poke
around. Maybe the rural America in the West is a little different than rural
America in the East. I don’t know about the eastern rural people. But, if
you dig a little deeper, you find lots of different ways of thought. And
they’re not all anti-government, and burn all the oil we got, and drill
everything we got. They’re a range of attitudes and interests. I think
people are intellectually interested in new ways of doing things, a lot of
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them. And, if it happens to improve the environment, that’s okay. But, it’s
interesting to do.
Why do you think there is this tendency to lump everybody
together?
Well, there’s probably ... A lot of it is maybe a lack of contact. I
mean, reporters go out to places, and they spend a couple of days sitting
around in a café interviewing people. But, they’re not really seeing people
on a personal basis, or actually bringing out an issue that may be
considered controversial and find out that they’re thinking just the same
way. […] And, it’s easier to categorize people to explain your theories
about why things are happening, I guess, than to look at all the little details
where it gets so complex. […] You know, your story can come out neat
and tidy.
This study endeavors to make a mess of these neat and tidy generalizations. To do
this, I engaged a call issued by scholars in the fields of rhetoric and environmental
rhetoric to “put rhetorical criticism in conversation with field methods” like interviewing
and focus groups to study rhetoric in situ and “attend to the way discourse moves,
articulates, and shapes the material realities of people’s lives in the everyday, in the
public, and in their communities” (McKinnon, Asen, Chávez, and Glenn Howard 4).
Studies of in situ rhetoric invite rhetorical scholars to venture into the field, into the very
situations where rhetoric takes place. In taking a participatory approach to this study, I
ventured outside of texts and went to the place “where rhetoric is produced, where it is
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enacted, where it circulates, and, consequently, where it is audienced” (4). While in
Vernal, I attended public forums, local events, and church services. I spoke at length with
people who live in the area and know it best. I “poke[d] around.” I “d[u]g a litter deeper.”
And, as Dale said, I “f[ou]nd lots of different ways of thought” in the process. My
experiences during my time in Vernal offer an ecological understanding of localized
fracking discourses, revealing the complexity of inhabitants’ emplaced perspectives,
experiences, and rhetorical practices regarding fracking and challenging the simplistic
and reductive portrayals of towns where fracking is ongoing.
However, in choosing to conduct my study in this way, I encountered certain
methodological challenges regarding how to approach and implement a multiple
methodologies rhetorical inquiry. Despite the field’s recent engagements with approaches
to rhetorical field methods, the field lacks detailed and step-by-step how-tos of
implementing qualitative methods – instructions that are beyond abundant in the fields of
education, psychology, sociology, and anthropology. Thus, the second purpose of this
study is to serve as just such an informational and generative source. I examine
intersections of case study research, Indigenous research methods, and in situ practices in
rhetorical fieldwork. In the same way that I approach my ecological analyses of my
participants’ fracking discourses, I activate the metaphor of entanglements in discussing
methodology to attend to the ways in which researcher, participants, and place overlap
and intertwine. I offer my own experiences with designing a rhetorical case study,
collecting data and building relations with participants, and using multiple methodologies
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to engage in data analysis as potential resources for future scholars conducting rhetorical
field work.
Taken altogether, this study works to orient readers’ attention to “the primacy of
place,” which is one of the aims of scholarship in environmental rhetoric – an aim that
Carbaugh and Cerulli believe can help rhetoricians better understand how places – “those
we visit and dwell within briefly, those we call home, and those from which we are
sometimes displaced – serve us in particular ways as geography for our thinking,
gathering our thoughts, holding our attentiveness” (6). Viewed through the lens of place
and told through the voices of my participants as well as my own, this study offers insight
into the myriad and messy ways a place, with “its own history, its own configuration of
features, its ways of holding those who live there, its resources for living, its affordances
and limitations” (5), comes to bear on the perceptions, the experiences, and the rhetorical
practices of its inhabitants.
Limitations and Delimitations of the Study
Because I arrived in Vernal knowing no one and having no prior connections with
residents, I had to make those connections while conducting field work. I had to rely on
snowball sampling techniques and in-person invitations to strangers to recruit study
participants. As a result, my participants are participants of chance and convenience, and,
as such, are not representative of the Vernal community as a whole. This study’s results
can only be applied to better understand the values, attitudes, beliefs, and experiences of
this unique set of participants and not the Vernal area as a whole. Study results are also
likely skewed because of gender imbalances. Significantly more men participated in this
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study than women. Therefore, differences or similarities in responses along gendered
lines cannot sufficiently be assessed with this study’s participant pool.
Furthermore, my very presence when interacting with my participants influenced
the ways in which participants responded. As such, I believe it necessary for readers to be
reminded of my own role in shaping and creating this study’s outcome. I was the
choreographer of this project who decided what the story was and how it would get told,
and, hence, I arranged it accordingly. While I did my best to consider my participants and
to tell their stories in the best ways possible, I had to make choices about what to include
and what to omit. I have worked to turn a critical eye toward my own preconceptions and
beliefs during this project, but my interpretations, assertions, and conclusions have
nevertheless been influenced by understandings that exist “deep within” me and derive
from a “mix of personal experience, scholarship, [and] assertions of other researchers”
(Stake, 1995, 12). Responsibility for any mistakes or oversights in my findings belongs to
me and to me alone.
Finally, while the insights into place-based rhetorics generated by this study can
be applied to other communities where fracking is ongoing, additional research in
multiple communities, specifically indigenous communities, is needed in order to further
explore and enhance the quality, diversity, and generalizability of these findings. Issues
of place-based power dynamics and how these dynamics come to bear on and in
indigenous communities experiencing issues of mineral extraction, colonial extortion,
and violence against Native peoples deserve further exploration and better representation
than I was able to offer here.
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Organization of the Study
This dissertation presents this study in seven chapters and a ParticipantResearcher-Place Interlude positioned between Chapters Three and Four. Here, in
Chapter One, I described the context for the study; stated the problem, purpose, and
significance of the study; summarized the developmental history of hydraulic fracturing;
explain theoretical frameworks guiding methodological choices; and synopsized the
study’s seven chapters.
In Chapter Two, I review several bodies of literature relevant to this study of
place-based rhetorics in local discourses of gas and oil development in Vernal, Utah. In
order to situate this project within conversations about place-conscious approaches to
environmental issues in the field of environmental rhetoric (ER), I offer a brief overview
of the field to account for academic turns throughout its intellectual history and the
resulting expansion of modes of analysis from textual artifacts for analysis of discrete
elements of rhetoric to studying rhetoric as enacted and in situ. To provide additional
context for the timeliness and necessity of this study of place-based rhetorics, I review
the existing literature on ecological and participatory approaches to rhetoric, calling
attention to the importance of considering the ways in which rhetoric is enacted and
working to lay bare the wider constellations of factors and practices that shape ways of
thinking about and acting (or not acting) on particular environmental problems.
This study also engages with conversations about methodological approaches in
the field of rhetoric; therefore, I attend to this thread by reviewing current scholarship
incorporating qualitative methods, such as ethnography, interviews, and participant
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observations, into rhetorical research practices in order to demonstrate how my own
accounts of my research process may contribute to future work in the field of rhetoric that
engages qualitative methods. I then work with existing ER studies of discourses of
hydraulic fracturing, placing them alongside studies conducted across the academy, in
fields of anthropology, geography, communication, and sociology, in an effort to
demonstrate how these avenues of scholarship are working together to expand our
knowledge and understanding of discourses of hydraulic fracturing as well as providing
openings for future work that will contribute to the theoretical and methodological
growth of the field of environmental rhetoric. After attending to past and present
enquiries into fracking discourses, I illustrate that what is missing from the corpus of
research is an in-depth investigation into the dynamic interplay between dominant
argumentative patterns in the national fracking debate and discourses of fracking at local
levels. I conclude this chapter by explaining how such investigations can enhance current
scholarly conversations and methodological practices in the field of environmental
rhetoric, as well as offer critical insights into local discourses of fracking that can
potentially lead to new ways of communicating about fracking.
In Chapter Three, I present a two-pronged discussion that attends to the
qualitative methods I used to answer my research questions and brings into view gaps in
methodological approaches to using qualitative research in the field of rhetoric and the
ways I responded to these gaps. I include the latter discussion in an effort to extend and
enhance nascent conversations about how rhetoricians both implement and engage in and
with their research in the field. I begin by describing the research paradigm and research
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methodology that informed this study, explaining their suitability for addressing my
research questions and outlining how they shaped procedures used in this study. I proceed
to sketch out my methods for selecting participants and data sources, data collection, and
data analysis. I then discuss the measures taken to enhance study quality and credibility
of the results. I end this chapter by addressing the study’s limitations and delimitations in
more detail.
In the Participant-Researcher-Place Interlude, I take pause before I begin
attending to the three major emplaced rhetorical practices emerging from my
participants’ fracking discourses in the following chapters to provide for the reader a
fuller understanding of the inter-relations between participants, researcher, and place and
how these relations come to bear on the research process. I begin this section with a
postitionality statement articulating my worldview and its potential effects on the
research process, as well as my relationship with the study and with my participants. I
then draw from information gleaned from the Background Questionnaire (see Appendix
A) and from interview data to describe the study’s participants as a group and to
construct individual profiles because the people with whom I worked are such an integral
part of this project; I want to practice relational accountability by acknowledging them as
much more than simply research participants and, instead, treat them as collaborators and
co-participants. I proceed to describe the research setting and context, using Senda-Cook,
Middleton, and Endres’ conception of place as “field” to offer a detailed description of
the Vernal area as “a rhetorical place that contributes to and limits conditions of
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possibility for rhetorical practice, performance, and invention” and “participates in and
cocreates the rhetoric of its inhabitants” (23).
In Chapter Four, I first present summaries of the two major findings from the
interview data: that people shape the place in which they live and the place also shapes
the them, and that narratives of place function both as rhetorical strategies and as frames
that affect the ways participants respond. Because participants’ responses challenge and
complicate the black-and-white frames of discussion so often used by dominant
discourses to characterize people living in fracked towns, I bring myself into the narrative
to serve as an example of what can happen when opinions and views of a fracked
community are shaped by these dominant discourses. I also use my experience to stress
the importance of considering local emplaced and embodied discourses of fracking to
better understand the rhetorical phenomena of fracking from their perspectives. I proceed
to elaborate on this study’s first finding, that people shape the place in which they live
and the place also shapes them. I structure this discussion according to four major
emplaced rhetorical practices that emerged from participants’ fracking discourses:
appeals to identity; appeals to physical elements of place; appeals to knowledge
of/experience with a place; and appeals to narratives of place. After a brief explanation of
these practices and my analytical approach to them, I discuss the first emplaced practice,
appeals to identity. I attend to each additional emplaced rhetorical practice individually in
the three chapters that follow.
In Chapter Five, I continue this exploration into participants’ emplaced rhetorical
practices by discussing the second practice, appeals to physical elements of place. To
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ensure continuity and enhance understanding for the reader, I have structured the
following discussion in the same way that I did in the previous chapter. I begin with an
excerpt from my field notes and provide an explanation about its significance to this
discussion of participants’ appeals to physical elements of place. I then move to my
analysis of this emplaced rhetorical practice, which I arrange according to the four
identities I outlined in Chapter Four, beginning with the gas and oil identity, then moving
to the localized LDS identity, the environmentalist identity, and ending with the
indigenous identity. After discussing the ways in which participants subscribing to each
identity employ appeals to physical elements of place, I conclude this chapter by
returning to my field notes in an effort to answer the questions that it posed regarding
participants’ rhetorical motives for using these particular appeals.
In Chapter Six, I build on my discussions in Chapters 4 and 5 as I attend to the
third major emplaced rhetorical practice, appeals to knowledge of/experience with a
place. In keeping with the organizational structure I have employed in the previous two
chapters, I again begin with an excerpt from my field notes and then offer an explanation
about its relevance to this discussion of participants’ appeals to knowledge of/experiences
with a place. I move to my analysis of this emplaced rhetorical practice, which I arrange
according to the four identities I have been discussing: the gas and oil identity, the
localized LDS identity, the environmentalist identity, and the indigenous identity. After
attending to the ways in which participants subscribing to each identity employ appeals to
knowledge of/experience with a place, I conclude this chapter by circling back to my

24

field notes in an effort to address the questions that it posed regarding participants’
rhetorical motives for using these particular appeals.
In Chapter Seven, using George Lakoff’s concept of narrative frames, I draw
attention to the entanglements of these emplaced rhetorical practices in participants’
personal stories and the ways in which these stories bring into view the complex and
conflicting beliefs surrounding participants’ experiences with fracking in their
community. I also reflect on my role in the study, attending to the ways in which my own
emplaced experiences and positionality conflicts influenced my thoughts about fracking
and about qualitative research in rhetoric. I discuss the implications of this study on
rhetorical field methods and make recommendations for future research. Finally, I bring
this study to a close by returning to the place in which I began – with the tendencies of
dominant discourses to flatten out and even erase the rhetorical tectonics of place in local
perceptions of and experiences with fracking. I bring Paul Solotaroff’s characterizations
of the Vernal community in conversation with participant Bill Hall, whose story of
encountering a duck at a frack site provides a powerful counternarrative that challenges
and complicates the typically black-and-white frames of discussion so often used by
dominant discourses to characterize people living in fracked towns.
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Chapter II: Literature Review

Growth is never by mere chance; it is the result of forces working together.
– James Cash Penny

In this chapter, I review several bodies of literature relevant to this study of placebased rhetorics in local discourses of gas and oil development in Vernal, Utah. In order to
situate this project within conversations about place-conscious approaches to
environmental issues in the field of environmental rhetoric (ER), I offer a brief overview
of the field to account for academic turns throughout its intellectual history and the
resulting expansion of modes of analysis from textual artifacts for analysis of discrete
elements of rhetoric to studying rhetoric as enacted and in situ. To provide additional
context for the timeliness and necessity of this study of place-based rhetorics, I review
the existing literature on ecological and participatory approaches to rhetoric, calling
attention to the importance of considering the ways in which rhetoric is enacted and
working to lay bare the wider constellations of factors and practices that shape ways of
thinking about and acting (or not acting) on particular environmental problems. This
study also intervenes in conversations about methodological approaches in the field of
rhetoric; therefore, I attend to this thread by reviewing current scholarship incorporating
qualitative methods, such as ethnography, interviews, and participant observations, into
rhetorical research practices in order to demonstrate how my own methodology can
contribute to future work in the field of rhetoric that engages qualitative methods. I then
work with existing ER studies of discourses of hydraulic fracturing, placing them
26

alongside studies conducted across the academy, in fields of anthropology, geography,
communication, and sociology, in an effort to demonstrate how these avenues of
scholarship are working together to expand our knowledge and understanding of
discourses of hydraulic fracturing as well as providing openings for future work that will
contribute to the theoretical and methodological growth of the field of environmental
rhetoric. After attending to past and present enquiries into fracking discourses, I illustrate
that what is missing from the corpus of research is an in-depth investigation into the
dynamic interplay between dominant argumentative patterns in the national fracking
debate and discourses of fracking at local levels. I conclude this chapter by explaining
how such investigations can enhance current scholarly conversations and methodological
practices in the field of environmental rhetoric, as well as offer critical insights into local
discourses of fracking that can potentially lead to new ways of communicating about
fracking.
Environmental Rhetoric: Emergence, Issues, Theories
Environmental rhetoric is rapidly advancing as an important subfield within
rhetoric and writing studies in present-day academia. Since the early 1990s, publications
on communication and the environment have increased exponentially. The early 2000s
welcomed the inception of numerous journals wholly devoted to the study of
environmental rhetoric.9 As a field of study, environmental rhetoric is broad, diverse, and
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Some examples are, Applied Environmental Education and Communication; Environmental
Communication: A Journal of Nature and Culture; Environmental Humanities; Interdisciplinary studies of
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interdisciplinary. It synthesizes rhetorical, social, philosophical, and environmental
theories into rich, dynamic analyses that enlighten and broaden our understanding of
environmental communication as well as formally critique the myriad ways in which
discourses shape our relationships and interactions with and to the natural world. As with
other areas of scholarly inquiry in the humanities, ER participates in various academic
turns throughout its intellectual history. In this section, I offer a tour of the field’s origins,
influences, and major academic turns to demonstrate how each intellectual thread builds
on, extends, and becomes entangled with another and how my own research contributes
to and advances the discipline’s assemblage of turns.
The development of environmentalism in the 1960s and 1970s played a critical
role in the genesis of environmental rhetoric. The publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent
Spring in 1962 helped launch environmentalism as a social movement into “a widely
recognized political perspective” (Killingsworth 225). Many credit Carson’s haunting
monograph that told a nightmarish tale of environmental devastation from industrial
pollution with bringing environmental issues to the forefront of public consciousness as
well as with the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency in 1970 under
President Nixon (Brooks; Hynes). As rhetorical scholar Julia Corbett puts it in her
analysis of the “greening” of advertising in “A Faint Green Sell: Advertising and the
Natural World,” “Concern for the environment was lacking in the postwar posterity

Literature and the Environment (ISLE); Journal of Environmental Education; Journal of Science
Communication; Nature and Culture; and Science and Culture.
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boom, at least until the mid-1960s when Rachel Carson sounded the alarm over
chemicals and the modern-day environmental movement was born” (144).
In addition to being what Killingsworth and Palmer refer to as “the book that
ushered in the modern environmental movement” (35), Carson’s writing in Silent Spring
itself has been the focus of numerous rhetorical analyses since its publication in 1962.
Described as an “influential nature writer” who “adapt[s] well-known textual strategies to
suit [her] specific context and purposes” (Herndl and Brown 12), Carson’s work can be
explored for a range of diverse rhetorical practices. In their 1998 essay “The Discourse of
‘Environmentalist Hysteria’” Killingsworth and Palmer examined Carson’s
environmental rhetoric to trace discourses of “environmentalist hysteria” deployed by
proponents of the chemical industry and agribusiness who “denounced [Silent Spring] as
the work of a ‘hysterical fool’” (“Discourse of ‘Environmentalist Hysteria’” 35).
Elsewhere, Killingsworth and Palmer analyze Carson’s use of apocalyptic narrative
(“Millennial Ecology” 22). In The Language of Environment, Myerson and Rydin
discussed Silent Spring as an example of what they term “Gaia argumentation” that
involves “new concept and new information discourses that extend scientific knowledge
and question the current nature of scientific inquiry itself” (108). Gaia argumentation is
an invention strategy that begins from the belief that the Earth “is a living entity, a
totality,” “a concept that is explicitly holistic and ecocentric” and thus contrasts with the
essentially anthropocentric discussions” (107-8). Both “visionary and poetic,” but also
“informative” and transformative, Carson’s writing serves as an example of these
combined discourses in Silent Spring (108-9). Scott Slovic examines Silent Spring for the
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ways in which Carson “voic[es] environmental concerns in literary form,” moving
discretely between the use of “epistemological rhapsody” and use of the “political
jeremiad” (96). Judith Hendry attends to Carson’s ecological perspectives in Silent
Spring, writing that Carson is “the writer who arguably had the most influence on the rearticulation and re-invigoration of deep ecological perspectives” (68).
While Carson herself and her work played an undeniable role in launching the
environmentalist movement, another key historical event also influenced humanity’s
increasing interest in environmentalism: the 1972 Apollo 17 mission that resulted in the
first image of Earth from space. The “Blue Marble,” as the image came to be called, was
simultaneously breathtaking in its depiction of “the whole earth in all its colorful
magnificence and rare beauty” and frightening in its representation of Earth’s fragility
(Hendry 3). At the 1978 Congressional Space Medal of Honors Ceremony, President
Jimmy Carter’s remarks captured the essence of those mixed emotions as well as the
essence of the newly established environmentalist movement when he reflected: “We saw
our own world as a single, delicate globe of swirling blue and white, green and brown.
From the perspective of space, our planet has no national boundaries. It is very beautiful,
but also very fragile. And it is the special responsibility of the human race to preserve it”
(qtd. in Hendry 3). However, in the years that followed President Carter’s call for
preservation, the world saw rapid growth in technology, industry, and economy. As these
advancements soared unchecked throughout most of the 1980s, the environment paid a
heavy price, and it was the opinion of many that humans had failed to take care of the
earth as Carter had advised (Hendry 3).
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As a result, much of the early work in environmental rhetoric was oriented toward
the rhetoric of environmental protection and planning (Killingsworth, “Environmental
Rhetoric,” 225). These studies drew heavily from traditional rhetorical theory grounded
in Aristotelian thought,10 investigating such things as figures of speech, topoi, lines of
argument, invention and style, and the rhetorical appeals of ethos, pathos, and logos, in
order “to study conflicts over wilderness, forests, and farmlands, and endangered species
as well as the rhetoric of environmental groups” (Cox 13).11 Throughout the 1970s and
1980s, scholarly essays and articles were the primary genres for studies of environmental
rhetoric. In 1992, Killingsworth and Jacqueline Palmer published Ecospeak: Rhetoric and
Environmental Politics in America, the first book-length study of environmental rhetoric.
With Ecospeak, Killingsworth and Palmer offer “a practical contribution to the art of
rhetorical criticism” (2) by “delineat[ing] the patterns of rhetoric typically used in written
discourse on environmental politics” (1). Their analysis attends “to the history of the key
terms, genres, and topics of environmental discourse and an analysis of the discourse
communities and social institutions most prominent in environmental policy-making

Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric as a practical art that aimed to “discover[] in any particular case all the
available means of persuasion” (1.2.1) is foundational in traditional rhetorical theory. However, it limited
the scope of rhetoric to dealing solely with the strategies of argument. It also only “focuses on the
instrumental function of language, which is to persuade others” (Hendry 82).
11
For examples of these early studies in environmental rhetoric, see Socolow’s “Failures of Discourse:
Obstacles to the Integration of Environmental Values into Natural Resource Policy” (1976); Oravec’s
“John Muir, Yosemite, and the Sublime Response: A Study in the Rhetoric of Preservationism” (1981) and
“Conservationism vs. Preservationism: The Public Interest in the Hetch-Hetchy Controversy” (1984);
Killingsworth’s “Can an English Teacher Contribute to the Energy Debate?” (1981); Robert Cox’s “The
die is cast: Topical and Ontological Dimensions of the Locus of the Irreparable” (1982); and Killingsworth
and Steffens “Effectiveness in the Environmental Impact Statement: A Study in Public Rhetoric” (1989).
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(political action groups, business and industry, government, the mass media, and the
discipline of scientific ecology)” (Killingsworth 226).
While studies of the traditional rhetorical dimensions of environmental affairs
continues to be a productive mode of analysis in present day studies of environmental
rhetoric, as the scholarly winds blew the definition and scope of rhetoric in a different
direction, another approach to analyzing environmental rhetoric began to emerge. This
turn towards social-symbolic power of rhetoric was directly influenced by Kenneth
Burke’s theories of language and the construction of reality. In his Rhetoric of Motives,
Burke rejects traditional rhetoric as too restrictive and works to expand rhetoric’s scope
with his theory of language as verbal symbols, which he saw as “meaningful acts from
which human motives [could] be derived” (184). In Language as Symbolic Action, he
broadens his conception of symbols to include not only “verbalizations, or talk,” but also
“all other human symbol systems, such as mathematics, music, sculpture, painting, dance,
architectural styles, and so on” (28). Burke also believed in the reality-constructing nature
of symbols. He explains this phenomenon with his theory of terministic screens. For
Burke, language acts as a filter or a screen through which humans see the world. A
particular discourse is at once “a reflection of reality,” “a selection of reality,” and “a
deflection of reality” (45). This way of viewing language imbues it with constitutive
properties, “by which realities come into being or are created (constituted or constructed)
through symbols” (Hendry 83). Thus, with Burke’s reconceived rhetoric, language
becomes much more than a means of persuasion, and rhetoric’s scope, which in
traditional rhetoric was restricted to examining the instrumental function of spoken or
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written language, broadens to include the instrumental and constitutive functions of
symbols.
Drawing from Burke’s theory of language as symbolic action, Robert Cox defines
environmental communication as “the pragmatic and constitutive vehicle for our
understanding of the environment as well as our relationships to the natural world; it is
the symbolic medium that we use in constructing environmental problems and
negotiating society’s different responses to them” (19). Environmental communication is
instrumental or pragmatic in that it functions as a purposeful means for accomplishing
particular aims, such as persuading, educating, alerting, and/or mobilizing individuals in
regard to environmental issues. Furthermore, environmental communication is
constitutive in that it actually creates or constructs reality. That is, the ways we talk about
the natural world contributes to the ways we perceive and subsequently treat the natural
world.
This scholarly turn in environmental communication has popularized the
use of discourse analysis in environmental rhetoric, as researchers attend to
discursive constructions of the environment in order to analyze how various
environmental discourses work to shape understandings of and relationships to the
natural world. In many instances, discourse analysis reveals sites of conflict and
struggle, as different discourses with different ideological underpinnings fight to
normalize meaning (Herndl and Brown 16). In a recent analysis of environmental
discourses, James Guignard locates just such a struggle in a small community in
north-central Pennsylvania targeted by a gas and oil industry for shale gas
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development using the highly controversial gas extraction method called
hydraulic fracturing. Here, industry and locals argue for their “version of the way
this region should be perceived” (17). Guignard finds that the industry uses a
rhetoric of abstraction that frames the geographic region as “a resource to be
developed” (24). This way of constructing place erases all human connection and
interaction in order to construct it as a faceless place with the sole purpose of
being used for resource development. Conversely, the locals and landowners
deploy a “localized, emplacing rhetoric that seeks to preserve a way of life by
giving face to the place” (16). Their construction of the land as a home that
consists of “flesh-and-blood humans [who are] invested in the place” works
against the myth of the empty land that the industry discourse is trying to create
(22). Investigations into sites of struggle like Guignard’s provide important
insight into both the instrumental and constitutive functions of rhetoric: they pay
close scrutiny to the rhetorical strategies different groups attempt to persuade as
well as provide insight into the ways that discourse works to create particular
interpretations of realities.
The connection of environmental rhetoric to the social-symbolic construction of
nature has also prompted fascinating work that intersects with the visual and material
turns in the field of rhetoric. Kevin Michael DeLuca’s Image Politics: The New Rhetoric
of Environmental Activism (1999) investigates the tactical use of image events by
grassroots environmental justice groups. Image events are forms of both visual and
embodied rhetoric: visual in the sense that “events are specifically staged for the
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television cameras to create or manipulate an image” (Hendry 91) and material in the
sense that as the events are happening, groups engage the communicative power of
materiality through “rhetorically enacted performances or displays” (Prelli 8). DeLuca’s
is an exploration into fringe environmental groups (that typically get dismissed as
wackos, “a bunch of kooks”, or even terrorists) strategically deploying counter-rhetorics
that openly and vehemently “challenge the discourse of industrialism and progress” (6-7).
In so doing, these groups function as “a social medium through which to hold
corporations and states accountable, help form public opinion, and constitute their own
identities as subaltern counterpublics” (22). DeLuca’s study also provides an important
example of how environmental groups use rhetoric as a means to invite social and
environmental change. Such an invitation plays a vital part in encouraging public
engagement with environmental issues and in heralding a transformation in the way
humans conceive of and interact with the natural world.
Environmental rhetoric’s contribution to visual rhetoric continues with Mark
Meister and Phyllis M. Japp’s collection Enviropop: Studies in Environmental Rhetoric
and Popular Culture (2002) in which authors explore representations of nature in popular
culture and how they contribute to our understanding of the environment. For example,
Anne Marie Todd examines how the popular television show The Simpsons can be seen
as a form of environmental activism that uses humor to expose “the anthropocentrism of
human activity in such a way that otherwise harsh criticism is palatable and potentially
effects social change” (78-9). Richard K. Olsen tackles advertisements for sport utility
vehicles and argues that the fantasy themes they use to appeal to consumers are situated
35

in and reinforce harmful cultural narratives, such as “Man over Nature” and “wilderness
as an escape.” The essays in Enviropop demonstrate not only the power of popular
culture to reinforce dominant views of the environment grounded in consumerism and
capitalism but also the power of rhetorical analysis to dismantle and bring awareness to
the taken-for-granted assumptions that undergird those views.
More recently, ER scholars are returning to rhetoric’s classical roots to reimagine
the Aristotelian concept of topical argumentation for modern environmental
communication. This area of study is also relatively underexplored and recently gaining
in popularity. The leading scholar in this area is Derek Ross, whose research has worked
to establish the critical role that topic-driven argumentation plays in environmental
communication. He has worked to create 12 definitive categories of common topics and
commonplaces specific to environmental rhetoric (“Common Topics”); to show how the
topics of “balance” and “common sense” can be seen as commonplaces used to bring
audiences to a shared place of understanding in environmental arguments and as
heuristics that can shape environmental decision-making (“Ambiguous Weighting”); to
highlight the problematic nature of these concepts by showing how arguments relying on
balance and common sense are inherently flawed and ambiguous, resulting in decisions
that grounded in partial, biased, even faulty knowledge (“Ambiguous Weighting”); and,
drawing from the common topic and commonplaces in environmental rhetoric, to design
an instrument for audience analysis that assists in the classification and assessment of
audience’s beliefs in environmentalism and willingness to entertain messages about the
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environment as well as to aid in crafting targeted communication most useful for an
audience (“Deep Audience Analysis”).
Ross’ most recent publication, an edited collection titled Topic-Driven
Environmental Rhetoric, illustrates the significance that topic-driven argumentation has
as a rhetorical tool that “can be used to shape environmental communication in
rhetorically powerful ways,” such as how we understand environmental risks and
uncertainties and how topics and commonplaces can shape stakeholder beliefs, and
ultimately, public policy” (Ross, “Introduction,” 4-5). Ross claims that studies engaging
the topical argumentation of environmental rhetoric can “offer new, rich, and nuanced
ways to extend our engagement with audiences and better negotiate the complexities of
environmental discourse” (18). Indeed, the essays in Ross’s collection demonstrate what
can be generated when traditional rhetorical approaches are mixed with more
contemporary analytical and theoretical frameworks. For example, my own contribution
to this collection, which consists of a combined rhetorical and discourse analysis of a
2011 public debate over fracking in New York State, reveals how the common topics of
“balance” and “proof” act as “fluid topics,” a concept borrowed from Ross (“Common
Topics”), that work to promote debaters’ values and interests. I further demonstrate how
uncertainty functions as a discursive device to reinforce these values and stall policy
discussions. Through a pattern of discursive practices that I term the “balance-proofuncertainty” cycle of argumentation, fracking is framed as an issue of balance, prompting
debaters to discuss ways to balance the environmental costs with the economic
advantages. A dispute over fracking’s environmental consequences erupts, with debaters
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citing contradictory studies to support their claims. Debaters use the uncertain science
surrounding fracking as fuel to sow doubt about their opponents’ science claims; as a
mechanism to advance their own values and interests; and as a diversion to thwart policy
discussions. This argumentative pattern ultimately leads debaters back to where they
started, with arguments of balance, and the cycle begins anew. Ultimately, my analysis
underscores the ways in which this way of framing fracking limits the discursive options
available for debaters and stalls policy discussions.
Studies in environmental rhetoric have broadened and enriched the field of
rhetoric, making vital contributions to areas of focus such as discourse analysis, visual
rhetoric, and material rhetoric. In terms of where the subfield is headed, one direction
may be towards the study of rhetorics of place. Peter N. Goggin’s Environmental
Rhetoric and Ecologies of Place (2013) highlights the significance of place-based
rhetorics in environmental discourses “and make[s] a case for the ways rhetorical analysis
of place can contribute to visions and arguments concerning a resilient and sustainable
future” (5). Additionally, Jennifer Peeples and Stephen Depoe’s Voice and
Environmental Communication (2014) introduces a heretofore neglected area of study:
the role of voice in communication of the natural world and its links with identity,
textuality and intertexuality, social organization, political processes, and nonhuman
nature (3-11). Its authors speak to use of voice to enact change in both environmental
thinking and in the physical environment. Moreover, Ross’s (2013) qualitative study of
common topics and commonplaces in environmental rhetoric opens the door for more
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studies in which researchers generate unique data sets and interpretations of
environmental issues using qualitative methods.
Recent critical conversations in environmental rhetoric have turned to the
question of how place-conscious approaches to environmental issues can offer insight
into complex and often conflicting discourses on the environment (DeLuca 1999; Goggin
2013; Herndl and Brown 1996; Pezzullo 2007; Rice 2012). In “Location Matters: The
Rhetoric of Place in Protest,” Danielle Endres and Samantha Sendra-Cook coin the term
“place-based rhetorics,” or rhetorical strategies that invoke a place as evidence for an
argument (258). Their examinations of the relationship between place-based rhetorics in
activist discourses and advancements in social movements begin an important
conversation about “place-as-rhetoric, in which place is not just a discursive resource but
is itself rhetorical” (276). In Environmental Rhetoric and Ecologies of Place, Peter N.
Goggin extends the conversation to include discussions of local, regional, and global
rhetorics of place. Regional and local rhetorics, he contends, serve as vital tools to
counteract the “increasingly hegemonic discourse” of globalization that “conceives of the
world as flattened” (2). Goggin is careful to caution against romancing the local (5),
instead advocating a “glocal” approach to place-based rhetorics that challenges the
global/local binary by approaching these discourses from the perspective of rhetorical
ecology so as to better understand the interconnected complexities of global and local
environmental discourses.
This emphasis on local discourses has long been advocated by environmental
communication scholars James G. Cantrill and Susan Senecah, whose studies of self-in39

place made visible the inextricable connections between sense of place, identity, and
discourse. As they themselves put it, “a sense of place is socially constructed upon an
edifice of the environmental self that, in itself, is a product of discourse and experience”
(2001, 188). The authors entreated other scholars to follow suit and engage with local,
place-based knowledges and with inhabitants’ experiences, feelings, and actions with and
in the places that they live. Such localized explorations into humans’ relationships to
places can reveal important insights into their environmental communication practices as
well as into local policy and decision-making processes.
Donal Carbaugh and Tovar Cerulli take up Cantrill and Senecah’s call to engage
with local discourses in their 2013 article, “Cultural Discourses of Dwelling: Investing
Environmental Communication as a Place-based Practice.” Carbaugh and Cerulli first
work to establish the dual premise that place is “primary for communication” and that
“our communication is playing a formative, constitutive role in creating our sense of
place” (7). Thus, communication, they posit, is “‘doubly-placed’” because it is
simultaneously “located in place, and, it shapes our sense of place” (7). The authors mix
ethnographic fieldwork and a Cultural Discourse Analysis (CuDA) framework, which
sees “communication as emplaced action that is culturally distinctive, socially negotiated,
and individually applied” (8), to offer an approach to environmental communication that
is “reflexively grounded in place” and attends to place-based “cultural and linguistic
variability” (5). This way of “think[ing] through communication to places” sees
communication not only “as emplaced action that is culturally distinctive, socially
negotiated, and individually applied,” but also activates the web of meanings radiating
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through communication and reveals “any communication practice to be part of a larger
expressive system” (8). As these larger systems, such as “educational, environmental,
medical, legal, political systems,” are brought into relief, they “provide[] specific,
symbolic context(s) for discovering, interpreting, and critically evaluating one
communication practice” (8). Moreover, the ethnographic method of interviewing
captures participants’ discourses and holds them in place for analysis, “making what was
typically fleeting and inscrutable available for deeper deliberation and reflection (11).
Like Cantrill and Senecah, Carbaugh and Cerulli also encourage scholars to study the
linguistic and cultural particularities of place-based environmental communication “to
bring into view – or hear, feel, smell – nature’s emplaced discourse with our own” (20).
The authors multiple methodologies approach to environmental rhetoric is a complex
amalgam of past and present scholarly turns, blending traditional, cultural, material, and
place-based strands of scholarship together. Their study is also representative of two
additional scholarly turns in environmental rhetoric, the ecological turn and the
participatory turn, which, because they are key theoretical frameworks undergirding this
particular study, I attend to in greater detail in the next section of this chapter.
The major turns in ER scholarship that I have discussed – traditional, socialsymbolic, cultural, material, visual, and place-based turns – are not “discrete,
progressively patterned events that can be reflected upon as determinate moments in
time” (Keeling 317), as per the “neoliberal, neoclassical views of academic scholarship”
(317). Instead, with each turn, each thread of scholarship becomes entangled with ones
that came before it and after it, allowing for a view of scholarship that Diane Marie
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Keeling, borrowing metaphors from physics, sees as entangled and indeterminate, as an
“assemblage of turns” that “can cultivate a performative orientation to discourse that
attunes students of rhetoric to how history is continuously written anew” (317). In the
next section, I introduce and engage with several novel approaches to rhetoric that place
the concept of entanglements at the crux of their theories and advocate for close
examination of “entangled relations” through participatory means to better understand the
connections between discourses, materiality, and place.
Ecological Approaches to Rhetoric, Participatory Critical Rhetoric, and Rhetoric In
Situ
Philosopher Timothy Morton describes ecological thought as “a virus that infects
all other areas of thinking;” it “creeps over other ideas until nowhere is left untouched by
its dark presence” (2). Ecological thought, Morton explains, “runs like a strand of DNA
code through thousands of other kinds of thoughts. Moreover, the form of the ecological
thought is at least as important as its content. It’s not simply a matter of what you think
about. It’s also a matter of how you think. Once you start the ecological thought, you
can’t unthink it: it’s a sphincter—once it’s open, there’s no closing” (4). For Morton,
ecology has to do with so much more than
global warming, recycling, and solar power—and also not just to do with
everyday relationships between humans and nonhumans. It has to do with
love, loss, despair, and compassion. It has to do with depression and
psychosis. It has to do with capitalism and with what might exist after
capitalism. It has to do with amazement, open-mindedness, and wonder. It
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has to do with doubt, confusion, and skepticism. It has to do with concepts
of space and time. It has to do with delight, beauty, ugliness, disgust,
irony, and pain. It has to do with consciousness and awareness. It has to do
with ideology and critique. It has to do with reading and writing. It has to
do with race, class, and gender. It has to do with sexuality. It has to do
with society. It has to do with coexistence.
Like the silken threads of an intricately woven spider’s web, strands of ecology trace
through all facets of life, weaving nature, culture, biology, society, emotion, space, time,
and communication in all its forms into a web of connectivity. It becomes impossible to
extricate one element without setting off a chain reaction through the entirety of the web.
Morton’s description reflects the concept of entanglement that rhetorical ecological
approaches aim to make visible in our environmental thought, communication, and
action, thereby revealing “the way discursive structures are entangled with material
practices” (Keeling 323). Keeling defines the act of bringing “entangled relations” into
view as “attunement,” or “a cultivated awareness to patterns of entangled relations; ‘it
indicates one’s disposition in the world, how one finds oneself embedded in a situation”
(Keeling, “Of Turning and Tropes” 318). Ecological approaches to environmental
rhetoric enable us to become attuned to how people’s beliefs are networked systems that
are “rhizomatic and diffuse” (Sackey and DeVoss 197), radiating outward into all facets
of their communicative practices.
One of the first scholars to present an ecological approach to rhetoric, Jenny
Edbauer Rice referred to her model of analysis as “rhetorical ecology,” or attending to the
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intricate connections betwixt and between the elements of rhetoric and how rhetoric
operates in “a wider sphere of active, historical, and lived processes” (8). Such an
attunement to this “wider sphere” of forces can lay bare the underlying beliefs,
assumptions, and values operating beneath the surface to influence rhetorical practices,
where these beliefs come from, and how they are part of the lived processes of people’s
everyday lives. Edbauer Rice’s development of rhetorical ecology is considered a
“landmark” contribution to rhetorical scholarship (Wells et.al 18). Since its publication in
2005, rhetoricians throughout the field have taken up ecological approaches to multiple
rhetorical phenomena. In environmental rhetoric, scholars have oriented their ecological
analyses toward re-envisioning human-nature-nonhuman partnerships (Plec; Peterson,
Peterson, and Peterson; Milstein); considering rhetoric’s materiality and modes of
ecological care (Stormer and McGreavy; Druschke; DeLuca); ecological understandings
of ethos (Reynolds; Hyde; Ryan, Myers, and Jones); and community environmental
justice movements (Pezzulo; DeLuca; Di Chiro).
Ecological approaches are of particular interest to environmental rhetoricians
interested in attaining a better understanding of the ways in which local discourses are
situated and how they are influenced by larger discursive systems. Peter Goggin’s
collection Environmental Rhetoric and Ecologies of Place moves us “beyond the
assumption that rhetorics are situated, and challenges us to consider not only how and
why they are situated, but also what we mean when we theorize notions of situated,
place-based rhetorics” (Goggin, 8). In this collection, ecology becomes
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a metaphor and organizing principle for examining relationships between
people and the natural, synthetic, and social systems of the places they
dwell in. It is metaphorical in the sense that this is not a scientific
approach that is commonly associated with fields of ecological research
with their various methods of biotic systems analysis. Rather, the
rhetorical approach to place in this collection draws from the concept of
ecological inquiry as defined by Billick and Price, and the interpretation of
environment by people in local contexts as described by Semken that
examines how close analysis and understanding of local systems can be
applied more broadly to generalizations of larger systems, and vice versa.
(7)
Thus, by extending the metaphor of ecology beyond its traditional scientific usage
into the realm of language and communicative practices, rhetoricians are better able to
explore the entangled relations between discourse and larger systems of influence, such
as history, culture, place, and time. Ecological orientations to rhetoric can be used to trace
how these larger systems of influence and patterns of environmental discourse trickle
down to the local level and are used, replicated, co-opted and/or challenged by local
communities in public deliberations and in local rhetorical practices. As Gerard Hauser
shows in Vernacular Voices, institutional discourses shape vernacular discourses, and
understanding this process helps determine how local publics “appropriate[] messages,
the uses they ma[k]e of them, and the roles these transactions play[] in constituting a
human world” (277). Ultimately, Hauser claims, “inspecting the actual dialogizing
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responses to formal and informal appeals advanced on public issues offers insight into
how discourse shapes our world” (277). Close inspections of rhetorical practices like the
one Hauser advocates can help untangle the knotty roles that history, power, and ideology
play in shaping environmental discourses and in determining which discourses are heard
or excluded, enabled or constrained; and trace the ways these elements factor into
environmental policy decisions. Such analyses can also pinpoint instances of tensions and
breakdowns in communication and propose avenues for change.
While rhetorical ecology is a growing thread of scholarly interest, picked up and
explored by many scholars in the separate fields of rhetoric and communication, the vast
majority of these lines of thought are not yet in communication with one another because
of “institutional divides across speech and writing” (Wells et al. 3). With their edited
collection Tracing Rhetorical and Material Life: Ecological Approaches, Bridie
McGreavy, Justine Wells, Samantha Senda-Cook, and Guy McHendry seek “to entangle
these often independent lines of ecological thinking” and work to bridge the divide
between ecological perspectives in rhetorical studies and environmental communication
(4). In attending to three major categories of ecological thinking – constitutive rhetoric,
ecological models, and in situ methodologies – the authors lay bare the connective tissue
between these lines of ecological thought, which have heretofore functioned in isolation
due to institutional and theoretical divides. Their ecological and material approach
“emphasiz[es] relationality, connectedness and context” and “informs both rhetorical
theory and environmentalist interventions” (McGreavy). By attending to “ecological care
in rhetorical studies,” the authors believe that “ecological orientations to our tactics of
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intervention, modalities of investment, and approaches to human-nonhuman well-being
enrich our capacities to care for and with the world” (Wells et al. 4).
Due to the great potential for ecological approaches to generate opportunities for
environmental change, one might expect a desire within the field to ascertain which
approach to rhetorical ecology yields the most transformative analyses. Rather than fuss
over which methods and theories are best for engaging in ecological critiques, scholars
like McGreavy, Wells, Senda-Cook, and McHendry believe in the coexistence of
multiple and diverse ecological orientations to rhetorical analysis, with each propagating
off-shoots of new knowledges and re-conceptualizations of relationships between
humans, nature, and communication. Though no unifying ecological approach exists,
there does seem to be a consensus regarding the endgame for such analyses: better,
broader, fuller understandings of the relationships between ideas, assumptions, and
arguments; their situated, place-based natures; and their entanglements betwixt and
between.
One way scholars are employing ecological approaches to seek such “better,
broader, fuller understandings” is by moving beyond texts as the source of their critiques
and into the field where rhetoric happens. In their exploration of rhetorics of
sustainability, Donnie Johnson Sackey and Danielle Nicole DeVoss highlight the
importance of studying rhetoric as enacted and situated by looking into the networked
systems that shape a text’s production, delivery, and consumption. As Sackey and
DeVoss put it, “These networks are rhizomatic and diffuse; they are cultural, historical,
technological, institutional, infrastructural and more” and attention to them allows for
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focus on “practices within and across” these networks (196-197). There is a lack of
attention, Sackey and DeVoss stress, given to the way rhetoric is enacted, and, more
specifically, a dearth of studies that attend to “how environmental rhetoric is practiced
within situated communities” (197). Missing from the corpus is an “attention to practice”
and rhetoric in use.
Likewise, Endres, Hess, Senda-Cook and Middleton in “In Situ Rhetoric:
Intersections Between Qualitative Inquiry, Fieldwork, and Rhetoric,” push for a
movement beyond textual accounts of people in a place to engaging in rhetorical
fieldwork, to “‘being there’ to experience rhetorical performance as it happens in
communities” (511). These same authors in their book Participatory Critical Rhetoric:
Theoretical and Methodological Foundations for Studying Rhetoric In Situ share Sackey
and DeVoss’s concern that attention to rhetorical practices are overlooked and call for
what they term a “participatory critical rhetoric” that would “engag[e] with in situ fields
of rhetorical invention” and “highlight[] the significance of the embodied, emplaced,
material, visual, affective, processual, and vernacular dimensions of rhetorical practice
that intersect in these places inhabited by activists, speakers, audiences, and observers to
shape shared understandings of significant phenomena” (xiii-xiv).
Therefore, if we want to truly understand and make claims about rhetorical
practices and to witness the ways rhetoric is enacted, we need to not only “ventur[e]
outside of texts” (Sackey and DeVoss 197) but also venture into the very fields we are
studying using “the tools of rhetorical fieldwork and qualitative inquiry to participate
with and interpret these embodied and emplaced performances of rhetoric” (Middleton et
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al. xiv). Emerging from this turn to participation is a call to “put rhetorical criticism in
conversation with field methods” like interviewing and focus groups to study rhetoric in
situ and “attend to the way discourse moves, articulates, and shapes the material realities
of people’s lives in the everyday, in the public, and in their communities” (McKinnon,
Asen, Chávez, and Glen Howard 4).
It is in the light of these moves to engage with rhetoric as an ecology, as enacted,
and emplaced that my own study was brought into being. Influenced by these ecological
perspectives in rhetoric, I use the extended metaphor of entanglement to articulate the
multiplicity of place-based factors that shape my participants’ identities, values, beliefs,
and rhetorical practices. Through this metaphor of entanglement, I bring into view the
complexities and nuances of place in their beliefs and responses to fracking and fracking
arguments and in so doing destabilize the binary codes of being/constructions of pro/anti-fracking, environmentalist/development, and progress/regress. Entanglement reveals
how place, culture, and history influence value systems; how value systems influence
ways of thinking and being; and how ideology, ontology, and epistemology influence
thought and action on environmental issues. My ecological analysis contributes new
insights and understandings into the inter- and intra-connections of place, history, and
culture and the beliefs and communicative strategies of the people in Vernal: how do the
strands of place, history, and culture overlap, intertwine, entangle? And how do these
emplaced entanglements play out in my interviewees beliefs about fracking and gas and
oil development and in their communicative practices? I use this dissertation as a way to
cultivate an attunement to the particular relations of Vernal’s residents to fracking – to
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develop “a cultivated awareness to patterns of entangled relations” and practices, both
discursive and material, that work together to influence their thoughts, opinions, and
actions towards fracking (Keeling 318-19); and, through this attunement, offer
counternarratives that challenge and complicate the typically black-and-white frames of
discussion so often used by dominant discourses to characterize people living in fracked
towns.
Moreover, in contemporary society, technology and media encourage myopic
focuses on life that have contributed to an ongoing erosion of our sense of awareness and
connectivity to the myriad ways that petrochemicals touch our daily lives. These
elements have also affected our ability to conceive of what exactly happens during
energy extraction. Fewer and fewer people are able to answer the question “Where do
you think your electricity comes from?” Many people living in gas and oil towns seem to
have a better understanding of the inter-connected web of petroleum products and
humans, but they are estranged from an awareness of how energy extraction effects the
earth—the ripple effects it has into the environment, in the now and in the years to come.
This kind of ecological thinking, or what Brian Cope refers to as “eco-seeing,” or the
ability to intuit how humans and human activity reverberate throughout the natural world,
can help make visible the typically invisible entanglements that surround human activity
and the environment and provide opportunities for changing the way humans think about
their relationship with nature.
In addition to extending conversations of rhetorical ecological approaches, this
project intervenes in recent conversations of participatory rhetoric by using archival and
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qualitative research methods to investigate the rhetorical complexities of place-based
rhetorics in local discourses of gas and oil development, specifically discourses of
hydraulic fracturing, that have been erased or eroded by dominant discourses in the
national debate over fracking. In taking a participatory approach to this study, I ventured
outside of texts and went to the place “where rhetoric is produced, where it is enacted,
where it circulates, and, consequently, where it is audienced” (McKinnon, Asen, Chávez,
and Glenn Howard 4). In an effort to better understand the emplaced rhetorical
phenomenon of fracking, I have sought “bottom-up, emergent explanations” (Rickert
352) from local discourses and from in situ experiences with the place and its inhabitants.
My experiences provide an ecological understanding of localized fracking
discourses, revealing the complexity of inhabitants’ emplaced perspectives, experiences,
and rhetorical practices regarding fracking and challenging the simplistic and reductive
portrayals of towns where fracking is ongoing presented by dominant discourses.
Drawing from in-depth interviews with fifteen residents and government officials living
in the Vernal area, I provide a fuller picture of the perceptions and experiences of people
living in fracked towns, who tend to be identified only by a few essential characteristics
by institutional discourses. Outsiders relying on representations of Vernal constructed
through the lenses of dominant discourses leads to an incomplete understanding of the
town and its inhabitants. The oftentimes black-and-white frames through which dominant
groups construct their narratives about this fracked town avoid engaging with the
complex ideological and ontological entanglements of place, identities, values that are
interwoven into inhabitants’ nuanced understandings of and experience with fracking.
51

This study challenges those reductive narratives by using a in situ rhetorical approach to
participants’ fracking discourses in order “to attend to the way discourse moves,
articulates, and shapes the material realities of people’s lives in the everyday, in the
public, and in their communities” (McKinnon, Asen, Chávez, and Glenn Howard 4).
However, in choosing to conduct my study in this way, I encountered methodological
deficiencies within the field of rhetoric regarding how to approach and implement a
multiple methodologies rhetorical inquiry. In the following section I briefly discuss these
deficiencies; however, because my study also intervenes in this methodological
conversation, I engage with this issue more fully in the following chapter on methods.
Methodological Gaps in Rhetorical Field Approaches
As a rhetorician seeking to better understand the ways in which local discourses
of fracking operate and to gain insight into the lived experiences of people living in a
fracked town, I decided to conduct a case study to investigate these elements. However,
in the field of rhetoric, discussions about and instructions for implementing qualitative
research, such as case studies into rhetorical inquiries, are rather scant. This is not to say
that rhetorical critics are not implementing qualitative methods – they certainly are. Since
the 1980s, rhetoricians have been using qualitative methods, such as interviewing,
participant observation, and oral histories, to better understand the forms that rhetoric
takes in everyday life (Endres, Hess, Senda-Cook, and Middleton, “In Situ Rhetoric”
511). But, despite rhetoricians using modes of qualitative research, the field lacks a
robust discussion of the methodological foundations of conducting rhetorical fieldwork.
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One reason for this lack of attention to methodology is that, since the 20th century,
“post hoc and textual analytic approaches” have been the dominant methods for
rhetoricians (Endres et al. 513). Examining speeches to gain insight and understanding
into “historically significant moments of public oratory” became the meat and potatoes of
students and scholars of rhetoric, who’s analytical forays into the “archives of great
speeches […] recuperated historical and cultural details, recreating a rhetorical situation
and assessing the effectiveness of rhetoric through it” (513). Only recently has the field
of rhetoric taken a turn towards the participatory, towards studying rhetoric on-theground as it happens and implementing qualitative methods to do so.
Beginning in 2011, rhetoric scholars have been working to flesh out this
developing landscape by opening up a dialogue about the intersection of qualitative
inquiry, fieldwork, and rhetoric. Michael K. Middleton, Samantha Senda-Cook, and
Danielle Endres ignited the discussion with their 2011 article “Articulating Rhetorical
Field Methods: Challenges and Tensions,” in which they define “rhetorical field
methods” as an “approach for in situ analysis of everyday rhetorical experience” (386).
Acknowledging the “shift from analysis of objectified texts to critique of ‘live’ rhetorics”
and recognizing the valuable contributions that such study has for the field and beyond,
the authors saw an ideal moment for a methodological intervention. Theirs is an approach
that identifies “the potential for rhetorical field methods to analyze situations in which
meanings depend on places, physical structures, spatial delineations, interactive bodies,
and in-the-moment choices” (388). Using methods like participant observation, a
rhetorician can gain “contextually oriented insights” that enable them to “make more
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productive assessments of how, as [Rayme] McKerrow urges, to ‘guide future actions’”
(388). Referencing Phaedra Pezzulo’s work on toxic tourism, the authors write that
“participant observation allows critics to experience rhetorical action as it unfolds and
offers opportunities to gather insights on how rhetoric is experienced by rhetors,
audiences, and critics” (390). They see the inclusion of ethnographic field methods such
as interviewing in rhetorical field methods as a means to “expose the cracks and fissures
in dominant discourses evidenced by the way people talk about or perform their
experiences” (390). One of the aims of implementing rhetorical field methods is to
“attempt to identify and critique rhetoric in local communities both my utilizing
rhetorical means that ‘crack open the [rhetorical] culture’ being examined to demonstrate
how meaning functions in a bounded context, and by selecting contexts based on how
they are ‘strategically situated’ to illuminate experiences of marginalization or
oppression” (Van Maanen, qtd in Middleton et al. 390).
Continuing to advance the methodological conversation, in 2015, Endres,
Middleton, and Senda-Cook, together with Aaron Hess, expanded the discussion of
rhetorical field methods into a book on this topic. Their approach, called participatory
critical rhetoric, serves as a theoretical and methodological primer for studying what they
refer to as “in situ rhetoric.” They write that “as a participatory approach, participatory
critical rhetoric expects interaction with individuals, whether they are audience members
or rhetors. These interactions serve as primary points of understanding and
interpretation—data collection” (Endres et al. 126). The study of in situ rhetoric involves
“learning from, and/or participating with individuals present in site of rhetorical
54

invention” (126). The authors continue to “contemplate[e] the participatory turn in
rhetorical criticism” in a 2016 Special Issue of Cultural Studies ↔ Critical
Methodologies focusing on the “synergies, tensions, and consequences that arise from
intertwining rhetorical and qualitative approaches to research” (“Contemplating the
Participatory Turn” 571). As editors, Middleton, Senda-Cook, Hess and Endres provide a
space for the work of scholars engaging in “the participatory turn in rhetorical studies, in
which rhetorical scholars increasingly turn to fieldwork, interviews, and other kinds of
participatory research to augment conventional methodological practices” (511). Studies
in this issue make vital contribution to the field in terms of advancing rhetorical field
methods as modes of inquiry into “lived rhetorics,” drawing on critical rhetorical
frameworks and ethnographic field methods of participant observations and interviewing
to investigate the lived experiences of women employed at Nevada’s legal brothel, the
Moonlite Bunny Ranch (Dunn); to consider how the 9/11 Memorial reflects larger
discourses about freedom in a post-9/11 culture (Light); and to evaluate the repertoire of
rhetorical performances used by TSA employees at airport security checkpoints
(McHendry).
Indeed, scholars of rhetoric have been undertaking the “productive and difficult
work” of field-based rhetorical study “for more than a decade” (Middleton, Hess, Endres,
Senda-Cook 182); however, the field’s theoretical and methodological discussions
regarding practices and procedures for implementing field research is still in its infancy.
Such conversations in the fields of education, psychology, sociology, and anthropology
are well ahead of us in this respect. For example, conducting a case study in the social
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sciences comes with a set of instructions and guidelines that have been tried and refined
by countless researchers. Novice scholars in these fields wishing to conduct qualitative
research have numerous resources from which to draw information about study design,
data collection, and data analysis. This is not the case in the field of rhetoric. While a
growing number of rhetorical scholars are talking about the importance of and the need
for intertwining rhetorical and qualitative research as well as actually drawing on these
methods in their work, few explicitly engage with, critique, and reflect on their research
methods and their personal experiences utilizing them in the field. More often than not,
scholars instead privilege the rhetorical critiques that their methods yield.
This reluctance for rhetorical critics to bring themselves into their writing and
attend to their emotions and reflect on their experiences stems from “the discipline’s
standardization of what counts as scholarship” (Landau 74). In 1989, Michael Osborn
wrote that rhetoricians have been conditioned to “follow traditional academic directions,”
which “attempt to objectify, disembody, and distance the subject of criticism;” but, in so
doing, “we run the risk – at least in rhetorical criticism – of losing that subject” (149). In
2018, the field is shifting towards Osborne’s then-nascent vision of the “critic as
participant,” but the vestiges of the past remain, impressing a fear and hesitancy within
rhetorical scholars to communicate their emotions and their personal experiences with
what they are researching.
In advocating for a shift in the practice of rhetorical criticism toward what she
terms “feeling rhetorical critics,” Jamie Landau reminds readers that “a logic-and-textbased standard for conducting analysis and writing has long reigned and still reigns in the
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discipline as proper rhetorical criticism” (73). As Landau point out, this “rationalist
approach” deems “feelings as the weaker form of argumentation” (73). Those scholars
who make the decision to veer outside the bounds of traditional rhetorical analysis and
“emote in print” typically get cast as “other than rhetoricians (e.g., ethnographers), a
gesture that disregards how their work speaks to the discipline” (73). Landau notes that
contemporary rhetoricians who are challenging the notions of what counts as scholarship,
such as Phaedra Pezzulo in her studies of Louisiana’s “Cancer Alley,” California’s San
Francisco Bay Area, and the Mexican border town of Matamoros that use participantobservation to explore rhetorics of pollution, travel, and environmental justice and Joshua
Gunn’s evocative treatment of Sally’s infamous faked orgasm in the movie When Harry
Met Sally, are “not go[ing] far enough” in their critiques (75). Though Pezzulo
undoubtedly experienced emotions and reactions to the toxic tours she participated in
during her research, she withholds bringing those feelings onto her writing, “conceding in
the introduction to her book, ‘I do not dwell heavily on my personal experiences’” (qtd in
Landau 74). Joshua Gunn falls prey to conventions also, revealing his emotions in his
essay’s introduction, only to retreat to a more objective analysis of presidential rhetoric;
as Landau observes, “there is no longer an embodied sense of the scholar” in the rest of
his essay (75).
I raise this issue of “emot[ing] in print” as the “weaker form of argumentation”
that relegates scholars who openly feel in their work as “other than rhetoricians” because,
like Landau and others (Haliliuc; McKinnon, Asen, Chávez, and Endres; Middleton,
Hess, Endres, and Senda-Cook), I believe that such an outlook perpetrates a serious
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disservice to the field. Much can be gained by rhetoricians who work to bring themselves
into their writing. One such gain could be using emotions and personal experiences with
and in the places we research to attend to the unavoidable ways that rhetoricians both
shape and are shaped by their research. Incorporating a reflexive approach into the ways
in which the research process engages and impacts the researcher’s own beliefs and
values could, as Middleton, Asen, Chávez, and Endres suggest, propagate the field with
more “engaged critic[s]” who ask “fundamental questions about the epistemology and
ontology of being in the field” (23). Attending to the relationships that develop between
participants, researcher, and place can generate “new knowledge[s] of rhetorical
theorizing” that are “linked directly to the embodied and emplaced experiences of the
field” (23).
Furthermore, to loop this discussion back to my assertion that the field needs
more explicit engagement with methodological conversations about field-based rhetorical
study, I am not the first scholar to issue this call. In Participatory Critical Rhetoric,
Middleton, Hess, Endres, and Senda-Cook, after they, themselves, offer a thoughtful,
exciting, informative contribution to the discussion in outlining their approach to field
research, invite other rhetorical critics to follow their lead. The authors attend in detail to
the theoretical, methodological, praxiological elements of this approach, and, in doing so,
provide the field with is likely its first comprehensive primer for rhetorical field study. It
is my contention that the field needs more theoretical and methodological contributions
like that of Middleton et. Scholars of rhetoric looking to make that shift towards studying
live, emplaced, and embodied rhetorics would be well served by access to more resources
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in which rhetoricians detail the specific steps taken to conduct fieldwork and to analyze
data; their reflections on their research process and experiences in the field; and their
insights into the ever-shifting nature of qualitative research in action. Such sources serve
generative purposes that would not only aid rhetoricians in study design and
implementation but also attune them to the ways in which a researcher’s goals and aims
shift throughout the process and how researchers inescapably become part of their
research.
Thus, one of the main purposes of this study is to serve as just such an
informational and generative source. I examine intersections of case study research,
Indigenous research methods and in situ practices in rhetorical fieldwork. In the same
way that I approach my ecological analyses of my participants’ fracking discourses, I
activate the metaphor of entanglements in discussing methodology to attend to the ways
in which researcher, participants, and place overlap and intertwine. I offer my own
experiences with designing a rhetorical case study, collecting data and building relations
with participants, and using multiple methodologies to engage in data analysis as
potential resources for future scholars conducting rhetorical field work. However, before
I attend to the methodological elements of this study, it is necessary to map out the
investigative terrain that brings discourses of hydraulic fracturing into relief and reveals
openings in corpus that this rhetorical qualitative inquiry speaks to. Therefore, I proceed
in the next section with a survey of scholarship on discourses of hydraulic fracturing and
provide more detailed explanations of my engagement with and intervention in
methodological approaches to rhetorical critique in the following methodology chapter.
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Survey of Fracking Scholarship
As fracking has become an increasingly popular and controversial topic of public
debate, American scholars have gained interest in the discursive constructions of fracking
and how these constructions are understood by stakeholders and the public (Bomberg).
Much of this existing literature addressing hydraulic fracturing discourses has been
written by scholars in Anthropology, Communication, Sociology, Geography, Business,
Marketing, and Law. Current research on this subject has been focused on: how the
discursive framing of hydraulic fracturing in the media affects public perception (Boudet
et al. 2014; Shen, Ahern, and Baker 2014) and how framing affects legislative practices
(Hudgins and Poole 2014; Plantan 2014); the influence that demographics and risk
factors have on public perceptions of fracking (Boudet et al. 2013; Brasier et al. 2011;
Jacquet 2012; Schafft et al. 2013); attitudes toward environmental policies (Davis and
Fisk 2014; Truelove 2012); the use of strategic discourse to manage public reactions to
fracking (Thomson 2015); and the discourses of the anti-fracking movement (Vasi et al.
2015).
The field of sociology has been particularly invested in better understanding
perceptions of and experiences with fracking, and, through qualitative inquiry,
researchers in this field have contributed critical insight into these topics. Social scientists
have examined the relationship between fracking and violent crimes, finding that
boomtowns experience increased incidences of violent crimes such as homicide,
aggravated assault, and rape. Ruddell et al.’s 2014 investigation of the “boom-crime
relationship” in North Dakota shows that “violent crimes in boom counties increased
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18.5% between 2006 and 2012 while decreasing 25.6% in a matched sample of counties
that had no oil or gas production” (3). In his 2018 study of the effect of fracking on crime
in Pennsylvania boomtowns, Timothy Komarek found that “natural gas boom counties
(measured by 75 or more unconventional wells drilled in a year) experience an
approximately 30% increase in violent crimes [i.e., rapes and aggravated assaults]
compared to control counties” (116).
Residents’ perceptions of how fracking impacts their communities is a prevalent
investigative thread in sociology. Social and environmental scientist Simona L. Perry has
studied the sociological and psychological impacts of shale gas drilling on agricultural
landowners and local residents in rural Pennsylvania. Perry’s 2012 study speaks of
landowners who, after witnessing the results of fracking on their land, have experienced
intense feelings of depression, dread, and loss (88-89). Similarly, Sangaramoorthy et al.’s
qualitative study of community residents’ perspectives and experiences with direct and
indirect health impacts of fracking in Doddridge County, West Virginia, found that
“fracking contributes to a disruption in residents’ sense of place and social identity” and
“generat[es] widespread social stress” throughout the community (27).
In their 2011 qualitative case study of four Pennsylvania counties experiencing
different levels of Marcellus Shale development (two where fracking was being
implemented at high rates and two with little to no fracking was occurring), sociologists
Brasier et al. interviewed 71 residents to better understand residents’ perceptions of
impacts and future impacts of fracking in their communities. Researchers found that
residents’ perceptions of impacts correlated along five principal themes -- “the local
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economy; social relations; aesthetics, amenities, and environmental quality; agriculture;
and physical infrastructure” (52). However, variations in those themes occurred
according to each county’s level of fracking activity and previous extractive history (52).
Moreover, while their study did line up with previous research into ‘boomtowns’ by
supporting the finding that extractive history played a role in how residents perceived
current and future drilling impacts, their research discovered additional influencing
factors on residents’ perceptions. in addition to extractive history, factors such as
“[p]opulation size, proximity to population centers and transportation networks, and level
of infrastructure development interact with level of industry activity” also “create
variability” in impact perception among residents (55).
Brasier et al. call for additional research to help “clarify how levels of current
activity, previous extractive history, and pre-existing community characteristics affect
how development of energy resources is perceived to affect life in Marcellus Shale
‘boomtowns’” (54) so as to allow for disentanglement of these influences during analysis.
However, I wish to do the opposite. I wish to examine these influences as entanglements
to emphasize how important place is in shaping a community’s beliefs and values toward
fracking and their actions toward it. Brasier et al. also note that their case study focused
exclusively on “case differences” instead of “how development is experienced
differentially by various residents within each community” (55). Therefore, they appeal
to sociologists to conduct further research that “address[es] how perceptions of
development vary based on community characteristics and an individual’s place within
the community relative to natural gas development” (55).
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Picking up Brasier et al.’s call to study community influences on fracking
perceptions, Anthony E. Ladd’s 2014 case study of fracking in a Louisiana community
uses in-depth interviews with regional stakeholder groups and citizens to better
understand how community members living in fracked towns assess issues and make
policy decisions to address those issues. Ladd’s research ventures outside the widely
studied Marcellus (Pennsylvania) and Barnett (New York) Shale regions of the United
States into the lesser known Haynesville Shale region of Louisiana. Ladd’s study not only
sheds light onto how communities other than those in Pennsylvania and New York
perceive fracking, it also contributes to a growing body of research using qualitative
methods to explore a variety of public discourses surrounding fracking in effort to flesh
out a richer, more detailed understanding of the polemical reactions to fracking. Drawing
on interview data from 35 participants, Ladd’s study offers new insight into how
narrative voices and discursive beliefs inform the fracking debate (298) and “examines
the fracking controversy within larger state, industry, and media frames of discourse; the
environmental and cultural experiences of citizens; and the sociopolitical structures of
impacted communities” (304).
Ladd found that residents in Haynesfield, though clearly divided over the benefits
and impacts of fracking, do not engage in the same heated public exchanges or conflicts
that exist in other regions where fracking is ongoing. Rather, the region’s previous,
positive experiences with oil and gas drilling have considerable influence on inhabitants’
perceptions of fracking. Ladd concludes that, though the majority of stakeholders in the
region view oil and gas development in both positive and negative terms of community
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impact (i.e., seeing it as a necessary evil) and demonstrate a “general acquiescence and
reluctance [...] to openly challenge the Louisiana gas industry’s exploration practices and
impacts,” if the potential for negative local community impacts make themselves
manifest, such events could shift the tide of community action from inactive engagement
to active engagement against it (305). Ultimately, Ladd’s research shows that residents’
perceptions of the impacts of fracking in their own communities have considerable
influence on the “policies and technologies they are likely to support to address future
energy needs” (306).
In the field of environmental rhetoric, research on hydraulic fracturing discourses
is a relatively young topic of investigation. However, over the past few years,
environmental rhetoricians have begun to contribute more studies on fracking discourses.
James Guignard and Brian Cope both have chapters addressing the rhetorical dimensions
of hydraulic fracturing in Peter Goggins’ 2013 collection Environmental Rhetoric and the
Ecologies of Place. Guignard, whose work I addressed in an earlier section of this
chapter, attends to the competing discursive constructions of fracking in a small
Pennsylvania town to reveal how the land has become a site of struggle between the gas
and oil industry and the town’s local residents and landowners. As I noted earlier,
Guignard draws attention to the differences in rhetorical practices employed by industry
and townspeople. Industry deploys a rhetoric of abstraction that works to separate the
region from human connection and interaction, thereby framing the area as an empty,
faceless place whose sole purpose is for mineral extraction. In contrast, locals and
landowners challenge the myth of the empty land depicted in industry discourse by
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employing a “localized, emplacing rhetoric that seeks to preserve a way of life by giving
face to the place” (16). Guignard concludes by bringing into view how locals in northcentral Pennsylvania can be seen as counterpublics, who, with their counter-rhetoric that
“puts a face on the place,” have helped to foment public distrust of industry discourse and
motivations.
Like Guignard, Cope’s analysis also centers on fracking in Pennsylvania. Cope
focuses on discourse used in advertising by Range Resources, a major developer of the
Marcellus Shale. His investigation of corporate commercials reveals a rhetoric of
concealment deployed by the company to purposefully suppress environmental and
public health concerns. He also draws attention to “a pervasive economic, industrial
rhetoric shadowed in agendas of greed and cynicism” (28). Cope traces this rhetoric back
to the long-time tradition of colonization endemic to rural Pennsylvania that exploits
natural resources and then “blames the locals when things go wrong” (28). Because of
Pennsylvania’s history of exploitative energy extraction, the gas and oil industry and
political officials can rely on the “the ‘land is already ruined’ mindset” to both deflect
blame and justify fracking operations (36). Cope argues that movement away from this
“tradition of energy colonization” can only come if the people who live in these exploited
areas of Pennsylvania “recognize [their] complicity within the tradition” (38). That is, in
order to disrupt this colonizing trend, locals themselves must realize and admit the ways
in which their energy consumptive behaviors and their ignorance of the consequences of
these behaviors contribute to the perpetuation of exploitative extraction processes like

65

hydraulic fracturing. Thus, for Cope, recognition and action at the local level is the
impetus for change.
Studies of fracking in ER have also begun to incorporate mixed methodological
approaches to investigating fracking discourses. In their 2016 special issue of
Environmental Communication, editors Richard Buttny and Andrea M. FeldpauschParker dedicated the issue to the theme “Communicating Hydrofracking” and used it to
explore the fracking debate from local to global levels through a range of theoretical and
methodological approaches to better understand the ways people engage in advocacy,
protests, and decision-making on fracking. Several authors implement mixed methods
approaches to explore the roles of space and place in discourses of fracking. Kroepsch’s
case study blends Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Cultural Sociology of Space
(CSS) frameworks with rhetorical analysis to examine the spatial policy discourse
surrounding setback distances12 (footnote definition) in suburban areas of Colorado’s
Front Range. Kroepsch identifies and examines what he sees as “discursive struggles”
over spatial policies in media, regulatory, and community-based texts of three major
Front Range communities. He found discursive conflicts over whether suburban
residential spaces should be sites for hydraulic fracturing existing on three major scales:

Kroepsch defines setback distances as the “distance between oil and gas operations and buildings
such as homes and schools that are occupied by people” (338). While these distances are conveyed in
“spatial policy language as a length (i.e. 500 feet), it actually marks the radius of a circular
buffer around a wellhead” (338). These distances are highly contested, writes Kroepsch, “[b]ecause there is
no straightforward empirical basis for establishing setbacks, their dimensions are the product of regulatory
reconciliations between the available science, statute and case law, and competing values, such as public
health and safety, environmental quality, and the property rights of mineral owners (Aguilar, 2013)” (338).
12
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regional/state, community, and neighborhood (342). These discursive conflicts involved
proponents and opponents’ conflicting rhetorical implementations of Colorado’s long
history of resource extraction; competing constructions of home; and policy narratives
featuring caricatured victims, villains, and heroes acting in stories “derived from selective
interpretations of regional history” (347). Policy discourses of proponents and opponents
come across as diametrically opposed and ultimately inhibit deliberation. Echoing Ladd’s
finding that community beliefs and values “influence policy language and dialog, and
vice versa” (349), Kroepsch spatial policy deliberations could benefit from more nuanced
spatial practices at the state level; increasing transparency in the well siting process; and
making visible potential spatial inequities (349). Kroepsch’s study provides much needed
insight into the intersections of energy issues and the suburban American West and offers
a uniquely blended methodological and theoretical approach to examining fracking
discourses.
Justin Mando conducts a combined rhetorical and discourse analysis to examine
place as an argumentative tactic used by citizens during a 2011 public hearing on
Marcellus Shale, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Mando found a recurring trend in speakers’
arguments: they invoked and described specific geographical locations so that they could
then serve as witnesses to those experiences. These place-based appeals aimed “to
provide the audience with a vicarious sense of place” and create a sense of proximity to
place. Speakers employed these appeals to “vicarious proximity” in the hopes that they
would bring the audience into alignment with speakers’ points of view (353). Mando
found that vicarious proximity was not limited to environmentalists as a rhetorical and
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discursive tactic; it was used by both “anti-frackers” and “pro-frackers” (354). However,
Mando makes an important distinction in how the two groups of speakers used the appeal
that results in two ways of experiencing place: anti-frackers tended to generate appeals to
vicarious proximity that “give their audience an aerial view with less detail, but which
covers more area while anti-frackers take their audience on foot to provide an on-theground view of one detailed scene” (353).
As can be seen from the above studies, environmental communication scholars
are making deliberate moves to blend empirical and critical perspectives to investigate
the role of place as an argumentative resource in fracking discourses. At the same time,
ample space remains for conducting more work that continues expanding this scholarly
conversation. Missing from the corpus of research across the academy is an in-depth
investigation into the dynamic interplay between dominant argumentative patterns in the
national fracking debate and discourses of fracking at regional and local levels. My
dissertation addresses this gap by blending case study research, indigenous research
methods, and rhetorical field methods to explore local attitudes toward and experiences
with fracking and fracking arguments in Vernal, Utah. Not only does this study offer
critical insight into how inhabitants of this fracked town perceive and experience
fracking, but it also offers pertinent information into how place factors into their
evaluations of fracking and fracking arguments. Engaging with community members and
listening to local voices to better understand how they react to, interact with, and make
rhetorical choices about their own preferred argumentative practices regarding fracking
offers critical insights into how communities make policy decisions. Such knowledge
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also creates potential inroads guided by place-based rhetorical approaches that can pave
the way for more deliberative discourse in what has become a radically polemical issue.
As environmental issues remain urgent topics of public discourse at local,
national, and global levels, these kinds of blended place-based rhetorical critiques are
critical for generating awareness of how publics recognize, understand, and engage with
environmental concerns. Scholars engaged in this important vein of research are
generating opportunities toward inventing new, more productive ways to deliberate over
environmental issues that can potentially shift the rhetorical terrain of real-world
environmental disputes. This study aims to serve as a catalyst for future research into
discursive interventions into public disputes over hydraulic fracturing. Equally important
is this study’s other aim to help extend and enhance conversations about methodological
approaches to rhetorical field work, and I begin to engage with this latter conversation in
the next chapter on methods.
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Chapter III: Methodology

Without having been to the place where rhetoric happens, our criticisms would
inevitably look much different.
– Michael K. Middleton, Samantha Senda-Cook, and Danielle Endres13

In order to better understand how the people of Vernal understand and experience
hydraulic fracturing and discourses of hydraulic fracturing, this dissertation used archival
and qualitative methods to collect and analyze historical documents as well as interview
data from thirteen residents and government officials in Vernal to answer the following
questions:
1. What is the rhetorical function of place in my interviewees’ responses, and how
do place-based arguments function along with other rhetorical strategies in their
responses?
2. How do dominant argumentative practices used by industry, governments, and
media affect local beliefs, behaviors, and lived experiences in a fracked town?
3. How does regional history inform present-day residents’ beliefs and values, their
views on fracking, and their opinions of arguments about fracking?

From “Articulating Rhetorical Field Methods: Challenges and Tensions” Western Journal of
Communication, vol. 75, no. 4, 2011, pp. 393.
13
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4. What might a combined qualitative and rhetorical approach to the study of
environmental controversies like fracking have to offer for future rhetorical
engagements with this issue?
The goal of my discussion in this chapter is two-pronged: to attend to the qualitative
methods I used to answer the above research questions and to bring into view gaps in
methodological approaches to using qualitative research in the field of rhetoric and the
ways I responded to these gaps. I include the latter discussion in an effort to extend and
enhance nascent conversations about how rhetoricians both implement and engage in and
with their research in the field. I begin by describing the research paradigm and research
methodology that informed this study, explaining their suitability for addressing my
research questions and outlining how they shaped procedures used in this study. I proceed
to sketch out my methods for selecting participants and data sources, data collection, and
data analysis. I then discuss the measures taken to enhance study quality and credibility
of the results. I conclude this chapter by addressing the study’s limitations and
delimitations.
Readers will notice that the following writing deviates from the traditional
methods section, which offers a step-by-step process of research usually (but not always)
told in the third person. In these traditional methodological write-ups, narration plays no
role because the focus is not on the researcher’s experience of doing fieldwork and
collecting data. Rather, the focal points are the procedures the researcher implemented in
the data collection and analysis phases. Placing procedures at the center of a methods
section enhances a study’s credibility and repeatability. However, in the case of this
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study, where place plays such a prominent role in the lives and responses of my
participants; in providing a deeper understanding of localized community discourses; and
in my own relationships to my participants, to my fieldwork, and to my findings, I
believe that taking a narrative approach to the methods section can be beneficial for
numerous reasons. First, it makes my positionality as a researcher visible. Second,
narration helps tie readers more vividly to place, and thus seeks to enhance reader
understanding of “being in a place” as a methodology. Finally, using a narrative frame
helps me to make my research more transparent. As Michael Middleton, Aaron Hess,
Danielle Endres, and Samantha Senda-Cook put it in their book devoted to the study of
rhetoric in situ,
The engaged critic calls for a new knowledge of rhetorical theorizing, one
that is linked directly to the embodied and emplaced experiences of the
field. […] Rarely in traditional rhetorical scholarship do critics directly
reflect upon and take stock of their relationship to participants or rhetors.
Participatory critical rhetoric’s commitment to direct engagement with
rhetors and audiences in situ demands reflection on issues such as the role
of the critic, the nature of relationships with participants, the way in which
the critic’s embodied presence affects the rhetorical field, and the ethical
considerations of representation and textualization (23-24).
The authors go on to suggest that “enhanced attention to rhetorical reflexivity is not
limited to the research process, but should also be included in the scholarship rhetoricians
produce” (24). Too often, rhetoricians do not share their feelings, opinions, or
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experiences in their writing. This is a direct result of the “discipline’s standardization of
what counts as scholarship” (Landau 74). The idea of a “feeling rhetorical critic”
unleashes a torrent of criticism about unprofessionalism and casts a pall of doubt over
such a critic’s findings. But, so much can be gained from taking the time to “deepen[]
self-reflexivity in relation to our sites” (Chevrette 151). Middleton et al.’s philosophy on
rhetorical reflexivity has acted as a guiding principle for me, and I have worked to
implement it throughout this project.
Research Approach Rationale
The national hydraulic fracturing debate has become increasingly polarized, with
the powerful voices of the gas and oil industry, environmental groups, and the media
dominating the discussion. In the midst of this debate, the voices of local residents living
in towns where fracking is ongoing tend to be eclipsed and overlooked. Dominant
discourses tend to reflect a universality in peoples’ opinions and experiences of fracking:
both pro- and anti-fracking discourses depict a flattened, homogenous American public
that shares the same beliefs, values, and experiences with hydraulic fracturing. But who
are the Americans who make up this public? Where do they live? How might their
geographical location shape their perceptions of and participation with this issue? While
current scholarship in environmental rhetoric is investigating how hydraulic fracturing
discourses shape public perception, attitudes, and actions (Bomberg 2015; Boudet et al.
2014; Hopke 2016; Kerr 2017; Shen, Ahern, and Baker 2014; Vasi et al. 2015), few
studies have used interviews with residents in towns where fracking is ongoing to inform
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their research (Metz and Dodge 2016).14 However, these qualitative inquiries do not
approach fracking discourses as lived experiences from the place in which they originate.
Many studies tend to examine localized community discourses to see how they fit into the
larger patterns of discussion surrounding fracking, and, in so doing, smooth over the
rhetorical dynamics of place in local discourses. In examining local discourses through
the lens of dominant discursive patterns instead of through the lens of place-based
discursive patterns, these studies miss an opportunity to discover local patterns of
discourse that could provide insight into the ways that place influences inhabitants’
perceptions, communicative activities, and rhetorical practices regarding fracking.
In an effort to address this gap in the research and to “unflatten the [rhetorical]
terrain” (Goggin 6) and flesh out “the tectonics of place” (Rice 202) in local perceptions
of fracking and arguments made about fracking, this dissertation took a qualitative
approach to offer an in-depth investigation into the dynamic interplay between place and
the argumentative patterns in discourses of fracking at regional and local levels. I decided
to conduct a case study of Vernal, Utah – a historically boom-and-bust town struggling
financially amidst the recent downturn in the gas and oil industry and dealing with a
controversy over the possible link between pollution from fracking and infant mortality
(Solotaroff). Using participant observation, in-depth interviews, and archival research,
this project explores local attitudes toward and experiences with fracking and fracking

14

Much of this type of qualitative scholarship is being conducted in sociology (Brasier et al. 2011; Ladd
2014), anthropology (Hudgins and Poole 2015), and geography (Kroepsch 2016).
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arguments in the Vernal community in hopes to make visible the significance and
dynamic role of place in participants’ rhetorical practices regarding fracking.
During the summer of 2016 and 2017, I made two trips to Vernal to investigate
the lived experiences of people living in Vernal. I also used archival research methods to
collect historical documents from the town’s Regional History Center to illuminate how
Vernal’s past informs present-day residents’ beliefs, values, and opinions on fracking and
arguments about fracking. When combined, these qualitative methods allow me to cut
through the dominant rhetoric that characterizes the debate over hydraulic fracturing and
to accentuate the rhetorical dimensions of place in local discourses of fracking that are
smoothed over in pro- and anti-fracking groups’ superficial characterizations of placeless,
featureless “Americans.”
Qualitative research is a robust and diverse method used in a range of disciplines.
As such, interpretations of and approaches to qualitative research can vary widely across
each discipline; however, Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln offer a broad definition of
qualitative research that can be applied across the disciplines. They describe qualitative
research as:
a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. Qualitative
research consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the
world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn the world
into a series of representations, including field notes, interviews,
conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. At this
level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to
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the world. This means that qualitative researchers study things in their
natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in
terms of the meanings people bring to them. (8)
Qualitative research is a fitting approach for this project, which sought to make “visible”
the rhetorical contours and complexities of place in local fracking discourses that are
typically rendered invisible in the national discourse. The insights and information
gleaned from using qualitative interviewing methods emphasize the importance of
considering the situated nature of fracking discourses and serve to “make the world” of
my participants “visible.” The story that I, through the voices of my participants and
myself, go on to tell throughout the remaining chapters in this study aims to complicate
the reductive and simplistic narratives surrounding residents living in fracked
communities by “attempting to make sense of or interpret” the rhetorical phenomena of
fracking “in terms of the meanings [the] people [of Vernal] bring to them.” Unfolding
throughout this story is a more detailed representation of a local community where
fracking is ongoing that is informed and guided by the voices of community members
themselves. This story also includes my own voice in an effort to make visible the ways
in which dominant discursive constructions of Vernal in the media play powerful roles in
shaping outsiders’ (mis)perceptions of the community and to emphasize how place, both
considering it and being in it, contributed to the transformation of my own perceptions
and understanding of this community. From the combination of my participants’ voices
and my own, I hope that readers of this dissertation will gain a better understanding of the
dynamic ways in which place shapes inhabitants’ identities, values, beliefs, and lived
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experiences of fracking; how a place itself becomes “a significant participant in rhetorical
situations” (Middleton, Hess, Endres, and Senda-Cook 166); and how these place-based
elements form complex entanglements that come to inform and participate in the creation
of inhabitants’ rhetorical practices regarding fracking.
My project’s research paradigm consists of an assemblage of qualitative research
approaches from the fields of education, sociology, Indigenous studies, and rhetoric.
Before outlining this custom-made paradigm, I think it important to disclose that in
writing this methodology, I have struggled immensely to name exactly how I have
approached this project. The reasoning for my struggles is threefold: 1) I knew I wanted
to conduct a case study to better understand the “live” rhetorics playing out in Vernal, but
there is no precedent for conducting case studies in the field of Rhetoric; 2) Using
qualitative research methods in Rhetoric is different from using qualitative research
methods in the Social Sciences and Education, yet much of the methodological literature
surrounding qualitative research is tailored to those fields; and 3) As a result of reasons 1
and 2, I found myself having to strategically piece together a methodology that
appropriately and reasonably blends several qualitative research approaches but
maintains the spirit of rhetorical inquiry that undergirds this study.
I want to make clear that conversations about rhetorical field methods do exist.
Two texts, in particular, provide innovative and informative frameworks for adapting
qualitative research to traditional rhetorical inquiry: Participatory Critical Rhetoric:
Theoretical Foundations for Studying Rhetoric In Situ (Middleton, Hess, Endres, and
Senda-Cook 2015) and text + Field: Innovations in Rhetorical Method (McKinnon,
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Asen, Chávez, and Glenn Howard 2016). Unfortunately, it was only after I had
completed my field work that I became aware of these texts. Some, not all, of the
challenges that I faced in designing and implementing my research would have been
alleviated had I been aware of these advisory texts earlier. However, I, like these authors,
also believe that the emerging methodological conversations about field-based rhetorical
study should be continued, questioned, and expanded. In the hope that my own
experiences with study design and being in the field will be a useful addition to these
conversations as well as be of assistance to future rhetoricians doing qualitative research,
I offer the following account of this part of my research process.
I began this project knowing that I wanted to conduct a case study of Vernal,
Utah. I worked to adapt case study methodology used in education and sociology (Stake
1995, 2000, 2005; Yin 1989, 2017) to this qualitative, rhetorical inquiry. This project was
born out of my curiosity to better understand how members of communities living in
towns where fracking is ongoing thought about and experienced this issue. I was also
interested in learning if and how arguments from institutional discourses were being
taken up and used in vernacular discourses in a town where fracking is ongoing and what
community members thought about dominant arguments made about fracking. But, while
I began with the intention to see how Vernal was or was not representative of the issues I
was seeing in larger discourses of fracking, as my study progressed, it became less
important to me to use Vernal as a means of providing insight into a general phenomenon
or redrawing generalizations I had previously made about fracking discourses. In fact, the
deeper I got into this study, the more I realized that using my participants’ responses in
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this way would be unfair and exploitative. I found Stake’s model of case study research,
which places emphasis on particularity, to be a fitting approach to my project because it
provided ways for me to be respectful of and accountable to my participants’ stories by
treating them as the focal point of my research.
Case studies are typically used by health professionals, social scientists, and
researchers in social services and education, with a goal to contribute to scientific
generalization (Stake, 2000, 439). Researchers in these fields desiring study
generalizability often implement approaches to case study research that prioritize
objectivity and adhere to rigorous protocols. I was drawn to Stake’s case study
framework because I was not interested in generalizing my findings. Rather, I was
interested in better understanding the situation in Vernal, “the specificities surrounding
the case” of Vernal as opposed to the generalities of it (Stake, 2005, 444). I wanted to
explore it as a case study, as a “bounded system” (Stake, 2000, 436). Stake considers a
case study to be “both a process of inquiry about the case and the product of that inquiry”
(436), and he “emphasize[s] the name case study because it draws attention to the
question of what specially can be learned from the single case” and not from the
“generalization beyond” (435-6). Therefore, I designed my study in what I saw as the
best way “to optimize understanding of the case rather than generalization beyond” (436).
Stake argues that generalizability is too often the preferred end-product of case study
methodology and believes the method “has been too little honored as the intrinsic study
of a valued particular” (439). “Generalization,” he stresses, “should not be emphasized in
all research” (439). A great deal can be learned from studies designed toward better
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understanding “what is important about that case within its own world” (439). This is not
to say that case study researchers cannot generalize findings—they can, and they do. But,
as Stake warns, “damage occurs when the commitment to generalize or to theorize runs
so strong that the researcher’s attention is drawn away from the features important for
understanding the case itself” (439). The case has a “concatenation of domains” and
“holistic case study calls for examinations of these complexities” (440).
I was also drawn to Stake’s case study research because he works from the
premise that knowledge is socially constructed. As Stake points out:
We come to know what has happened partly in terms of what others reveal
as their experience. The case researcher emerges from one social
experience, the observation, to choreograph another, the report.
Knowledge is socially constructed, so we constructivists believe, and, in
their experiential and contextual accounts, case study researchers assist
readers in the construction of knowledge.” (2000, 442)
One of the aims of this project is to provide a better understanding of how my
participants construct knowledges and make meanings of fracking. Therefore, I operated
from the belief that my participants’ understandings of and experiences with fracking
were “experiential and contextual,” and one of my roles became that of “choreographer,”
who worked to select, arrange, and analyze participants’ stories in ways that would make
visible the intricate, entangled ways in which place, identity, values, and beliefs
interacted and contributed to their understandings of and experiences with fracking and
how all of this influenced their rhetorical actions toward fracking.
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My decision to use Vernal as the site for my case study was a rather serendipitous
one. I am from Pennsylvania, where fracking is practiced state-wide. I had originally
considered selecting one of the numerous towns in the state that has experienced
instances of water pollution due to improper disposal of fracking wastewater. In June
2015, I was in the process of researching potential sites in PA, when a link for a Rolling
Stone article came across my Facebook feed. It was titled “What’s Killing the Babies of
Vernal, Utah?” Intrigued, I read the piece and learned that the town was embroiled in
controversy over the possible link between pollution from fracking and the town’s
escalating infant death rate. In 2013, Donna Young, a local mother of six and midwife for
20 years, discovered that the number of infant deaths had skyrocketed to six times the
normal rate for a town of Vernal’s size (< 11,000), going from two deaths in 2010 to
thirteen in 2013 (Solataroff). After local officials ignored her discovery, Young took her
concerns to Dr. Brian Moench, president of the activist group Utah Physicians for a
Healthy Environment, who pointed to increased pollution from the town’s thriving shale
gas industry as the cause. However, in this historically boom and bust town then flush
with oil and gas money, and where “I ♥ Drilling” signs adorn local storefronts, many
residents resented Young for her discovery and saw her as a threat to the town’s
economic security. Some locals retaliated by shifting blame to Young herself, alleging
that she was responsible for the deaths due to her incompetence as a midwife (Solataroff).
Instead of showing concern for the possible relationship between air pollution due to
fracking and the rise in infant deaths, the town of Vernal, fearing that increased publicity
of the discovery will scare off the gas and oil industries, has instead vilified Young and
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worked to sweep her concerns under the rug (Solotaroff).
After reading the article, I was puzzled by what initially seemed to me a grave
lack of concern for infant deaths potentially caused by pollution from gas and oil drilling.
Typically, when dead babies are involved, people stumble over themselves to determine
the cause and to prevent more death. But, from the outside looking in, this did not seem
to be happening in Vernal. In fact, the town’s response was portrayed in the media as
being callous and more concerned for how this information might scare off gas and oil
industries. As a result of my puzzlement, I saw a need for further investigation so as to
gain insight into the most basic question, “What was going on in Vernal?” I also saw the
tensions in Vernal as representative of larger discursive patterns used in dominant
discourses of hydraulic fracturing in the US and sought to learn if and how the dominant
patterns of discourse were filtering down to the local level and factoring into
deliberations and activist practices in Vernal.15
Because I sought a better understanding of what was going on in Vernal, this
study is what Stake categorizes as a single, intrinsic case study. This study was “not
undertaken primarily because the case represents other cases or because it illustrates a

15

I identify and elaborate on several of these larger patterns in a chapter I wrote for an edited collection on
topical rhetoric. I discuss how dominant discourses repeatedly use the rhetorical topics of “balance,”
“proof,” and “uncertainty” to debate the cost-benefit analysis of hydraulic fracturing on human and
environmental health. Representatives from each side call upon proof that creates uncertainty about
fracking, and debaters continue to amplify the uncertainty by tossing one conflicting study after another
into the debate. The result is an argumentative cycle that primarily offers the illusion of progress but, in
truth, distorts public perception of and stalls decision-making regarding fracking by limiting the options for
how the issue can be understood.
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particular trait or problem, but because, in all its particularity and ordinariness, this case
itself is of interest” (Stake, 2000, 437). While some qualitative researchers in the social
sciences do not consider case study research as a methodology, John Creswell disagrees
(as do Denzin & Lincoln 2005; Merriam 1998; and Yin 2009). In Qualitative Inquiry and
Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches, Cresswell describes case study
research as a “qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life,
contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple-bounded systems (cases) over time,
through detailed, in depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g.,
observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and reports a
case description and case themes” (97).
In addition to drawing from case study research, this study also pulls from
grounded theory, which, as an approach to qualitative inquiry, works “to move beyond
description and to generate or discover a theory, a unified theoretical explanation for a
process or an action” (Creswell 83). A main tenet of this approach is that
development does not come ‘off the shelf, but rather is generated or
‘grounded’ in data from the participants who have experienced the process
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Thus, grounded theory is a qualitative research
design in which the inquirer generates an explanation (a theory) of a
process, an action, or an interaction shaped by the views of a large number
of participants. (83)
Participants’ responses significantly shaped my findings in this study. Through their uses
and evaluations of fracking discourses during our interviews, I was able to discover not
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only the critical role that place played in their understandings of and experiences with
fracking but also the intricate ways that the place in which they lived and their senses of
place influenced their rhetorical practices.
In telling the story of Vernal, I took an interpretive approach to narrating
information, “seeking out emic meanings held by people within the case” (Stake, 2000,
441). Initially, I began this project to investigate if and how arguments from institutional
discourses were being taken up and used in vernacular discourses in a town where
fracking is ongoing. Once I began conducting fieldwork, however, the focus of this
project shifted to explaining how place factors into local discourses of hydraulic
fracturing. Also, while the controversy surrounding Donna Young and her discovery of
the potential connection between pollution from fracking and the town’s rising infant
mortality rate was initially my reason for taking interest in Vernal as a case, and I initially
entered the town thinking that this issue would be on everyone’s mind and highly talked
about at the local level, the reverse came to be true. Very few residents spoke about this
issue. Some were not even familiar with it at all. Thus, it took a backseat and came to
take up very little space in my findings. This shift in research focus and purpose fits with
Stake’s observation that “one cannot know at the outset what the issues, the perceptions,
the theory will be. Case researchers enter the scene expecting, even knowing, that certain
events, problems, and relationships will be important, yet they discover that some of them
this time will be of little consequence” (Stake, 2000, 441).
When I began this project, my methodology was researcher-focused, and my aims
were selfish. I had designed my approach so that it best benefitted myself and my
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research aims. However, after arriving in Vernal and speaking with residents over time,
the more they revealed to me about their beliefs and experiences and the more they
entrusted me with their stories made my original research design begin to feel unethical. I
became very uncomfortable with the thought that I was using my participants’ stories for
my own gain. So, I rethought my whole project, placing my participants at the center. To
do so, I drew from Shawn Wilson’s theory of Indigenous research methods. At the heart
of his Indigenous research paradigm is the aspect of relationality, a way of being and a
way of knowing oriented towards the “importance of relationships” (80). Wilson explains
that “Rather than viewing ourselves as being in relationship with other people and
things,” Indigenous ontology and epistemology holds that “we are the relationships that
we hold and are a part of” (80). Winona LaDuke describes Indigenous relationality when
she writes of Native American communities, where “teachings describe the relations all
around – animals, fish, trees, and rocks – as our brothers, sisters, uncles, and grandpas.
Our relations to each other, our prayers whispered across generations to our relatives are
what binds our cultures together. The protection, teachings, and gifts of our relatives have
for generations preserved our families” (2). LaDuke’s description mirrors Wilson’s
“concept of self as a relationship” (80), presenting Indigenous way of life as a web of
interconnection between people, the land, the cosmos, and ideas. Humans are woven into
the tapestry of this interconnective web, becoming part of the fabric that makes up “all
our relations.” An Indigenous research paradigm operates from a position that the human
experience is “collective, it’s a group, it’s a community. […] It’s built upon the
interconnections, the interrelationships, and that binds the group…but it’s more than
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human relationships. And maybe the basis of that relationship among Indigenous people
is the land. It’s our relationship to the land. There’s a spiritual connection to the land. So
it’s all of those things” (Peter qtd in Wilson 80). And with this aspect of relationality
comes accountability – a responsibility to the people who participate in your research.
In re-orienting my project towards a more Indigenous paradigm, my role shifted
from that of dominant researcher whose job it was to extract information from
participants to help prove my points, to that of storyteller whose job it was to listen to
these people’s stories in order to better understand their realities (Wilson 34). My job was
not to conduct research on the people living in Vernal; it was to conduct research with
them (16). With all of the dominant voices clamoring for attention in the debate over
hydraulic fracturing and muting local voices in the process, I came to believe that I could
not frame my research in such a way that continued to amplify those dominant voices.
Instead, I had a duty to listen to my participants, to learn from them, and to use the
knowledge that I gained from them to challenge the reductive narratives that have been
created about them by the louder, more powerful voices of industry and environmental
groups. Thus, the ultimate goal of my project became “the change that this knowledge
may help to bring about” (37) in how members of this community are perceived from the
outside. Instead of as a homogenous mass that thinks in regional stereotypes, I wanted to
use my participants’ stories to accentuate the deep complexities and particularities of
their beliefs and experiences. With this aim, I hope to make a contribution, however
small it might be, to “help improve the reality of [my] research participants” (Wilson 37).
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My research methodology also draws from recent theories of in situ rhetoric and
rhetorical field methods. I have explained these approaches in detail in the section titled
“Ecological Approaches to Rhetoric, Participatory Critical Rhetoric, and Rhetoric In
Situ” in the previous chapter. But, to refresh the reader’s memory of the primary aim of
these approaches, I call on McKinnon, Asen, Chávez, and Glenn Howard, who, in their
introduction to their book text + Field: Innovations in Rhetorical Method, describe these
approaches as “put[ting] rhetorical criticism in conversation with field methods” like
interviewing and focus groups to study rhetoric in situ and “attend to the way discourse
moves, articulates, and shapes the material realities of people’s lives in the everyday, in
the public, and in their communities” (4).
A Note on Qualitative Research in Rhetoric
Above all, I believe it necessary to underscore that this project is a rhetorical
project and, as such, criteria for quality judgements are different than criteria used in
social science disciplines, such as Sociology, Psychology, and Education, where
qualitative research involves rigorous adherence to disciplinary standards of objectivity,
validity, and reliability. A primary aim of rhetorical studies is to examine language, its
forms, its influences, and its functions. A rhetorician takes on the task of better
understanding the instrumental function of language (its function as a purposeful means
for accomplishing particular aims, such as persuading, educating, alerting, and/or
mobilizing individuals in regard to environmental issues) as well as the constitutive
function of language (its function in the creation or construction of reality). Rhetoricians
use a variety of methods, such as archival research, discourse analysis, rhetorical
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analysis, and qualitative research, to conduct social and cultural critiques that bring into
focus the role that discourses play in constructing, perpetuating, and resisting the values,
beliefs, and assumptions that contribute to such issues as racial, class, and gender politics.
While the use of qualitative research in the social sciences is primarily about
achieving believability by adhering rigorously to an objective, inductive process, in
rhetorical studies, many rhetoricians use qualitative research methods to enhance their
investigations of a discourse community’s values, beliefs, and attitudes; to illuminate the
social and cultural consequences that discourses have; and to suggest possible avenues
for change. These scholars steer clear of “‘critical distance’ as criterion of academic
research,” instead “adher[ing] to an epistemological stance that aims to achieve what
Dwight Conquergood calls ‘genuine conversation’ in a ‘dialogical performance,’ a
position somewhere within and between the tensions of detachment and commitment,
objectivity and subjectivity” (Pezzullo, 2007, 20).
For example, Phaedra Pezzullo, in her 2007 investigation of the rhetorics of
pollution, tourism, and environmental justice, operates from the stance of researcher and
activist. She uses a combination of rhetorical and cultural analysis and qualitative
research (participant observations and interviews) to lay bare “the tragedy of ongoing
patterns of toxification and our assumptions about travel, democracy, and pollution.”
Likewise, W. Michelle Simmons uses rhetorical analysis and qualitative research
(institutional ethnography) to critique institutional risk communication practices. Her
study reveals the unbalanced power relations between government agencies and local
citizens in public deliberations of technical and scientific policy issues and provides a
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framework for a “rhetoric of ethical participation and just policies” that “encourages
significant democratic citizen participation in the decision-making process” (23).
With this study, I have worked from the position of researcher and cultural critic
to critique the tendencies of rhetorics of the gas and oil industry, environmental groups,
and governments to flatten out and even erase the situated discourses, identities, and
experiences of distinct peoples in discrete places and locales. I have used qualitative
methods and rhetorical approaches to offer insight into the lived experiences of residents
in a fracked town to facilitate an understanding of the issue on their terms, from the place
in which they stand. The purpose of this rhetorical case study has been to amplify the
often neglected and muted voices of local discourses using their personal stories and to
illustrate the necessity of considering the intricate rhetorical dimensions of place in
people’s beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, and actions toward complex environmental issues
like fracking. My participants’ stories show that the rhetorical phenomenon of fracking is
not universal; rather, it is deeply situated and profoundly influenced by geography, sense
of place, and regional history. Because their stories and the relationships that we all built
together – the intertwining relations between participants, researcher, and place – are
essential to this project, I wanted to explain these stories and relations more fully to the
reader. Therefore, I further elaborate on these elements in the Interlude directly following
this chapter.
Sample and Data Sources
After selecting the site for my case study, I began designing my dissertation
research study in consultation with my dissertation chair and committee members. In
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spring of 2016, I submitted an IRB proposal and received approval from the university to
begin the study in May 2016. After receiving IRB approval, I began planning my initial
research trip to Vernal (July 15–August 15, 2016). Bromley asserts that one of the
foremost goals of case study research is to “get as close to the subject of interest as they
possibly can, partly by means of direct observation in natural settings, partly by their
access to subjective factors (thoughts, feelings, and desires)” (23). However, in selecting
Vernal as the site for my case study, I did so having no prior experience with the town
nor having any local contacts to tap for potential interviews. Therefore, in order for me to
achieve such in-depth understanding of my subject, I knew that I needed to spend at least
two weeks in Vernal (preferably 30 days) so that I could have ample time to solicit
interviews; to follow potential leads for additional interviews; to observe the day-to-day
happenings in Vernal and how fracking factors into the daily lives of residents; and to
collect relevant documents.
To fund my first trip to Vernal, I applied for and received two fellowships: the
Thomas Wheeler Traveling Fellowship sponsored by the UTK English Department16 and
the 2016 Thomas Fellowship sponsored by the Thomas Family17. Together these
fellowships provided me with enough money to pay for my trip and to purchase a state-

16

This fellowship is awarded to graduate students who need to travel to conduct research for their
dissertations. I received $1500.00 to use for my trip to Vernal.
17
This competitive fellowship is awarded to graduate students in the Visual and Performing Arts,
Humanities, and Social Sciences to pursue a research project or creative endeavor of exceptional promise. I
received $10,000.00 to use for my research and put this money toward both of my trips to Vernal.
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of-the-art recording device for recording interviews and software for transcribing
interviews. Had it not been for these two fellowships, this research project would not
have been possible.
In preparation for my first trip to Vernal, I drafted my Interview Protocol and
pilot tested my interview questions with several committee members and peers,
incorporating their suggestions into my revised and final protocol. I then began seeking
study participants. At this point, having no contacts in Vernal, I used direct email appeals
inquiring about potential leads to several journalists who had written articles about
Vernal and to several researchers at the Utah State University. While none of the
journalists that I reached out to replied to my emails, I did receive a response from a
professor at USU, who directed me to a sociologist at the University of Utah doing
research on fracking in Utah. Our interaction led to a recommendation that I contact Seth
Lyman, air quality scientist and Director of the Bingham Entrepreneurship and Energy
Resource Center at USU-Vernal. Dr. Lyman has extensive experience in air quality
measurements and instrumentation. He is also lead scientist of an air quality team
investigating “the challenges of wintertime ozone production in the Uintah Basin, energy
source emissions characterization, and atmospheric instrument innovation and
development” (USU Bio). I received his contact information and planned to contact him
once I arrived in Vernal.
On July 12, 2016, I began my trip out west. I flew to Salt Lake City, UT, where I
rented a car (an aquamarine Nissan Versa that I named Aqua Girl) and then drove four
hours east to Vernal. Once in Vernal, I began using a combination of direct email appeals
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to local scientists, journalists, and government officials and leaving advertisement flyers
for my study in local business. However, when few people responded to these
recruitment tactics, I decided that I needed to be more direct in my solicitations and
began a campaign of in-person recruitment to enlist participants. I began frequenting a
local restaurant and bar called The Dinosaur Brew Haus, where I became friendly with
the wait staff and several patrons who had lived in Vernal either all or most of their lives.
From them, I learned a great deal about the workings of the town, the locals’ general
perceptions and attitudes towards fracking, and their distaste for anyone associated with
the environmental movement.
At that point, I made the decision not to disclose my own personal beliefs and my
involvement in environmentalism. I believe that this disclosure would have prevented me
from gaining access to any individuals and would have resulted in the failure of my
study. Instead, I believed my outsider status and my researcher positionality would be
more effective when initiating contact with potential participants. As an outsider who was
unfamiliar with Vernal and its way of life, I desired to learn more about the town and the
people in it. As a researcher, I was interested in learning about the town’s views on and
experiences with fracking. From these positions, I demonstrated my desire to speak with
residents of Vernal, to hear from them their opinions and experiences with fracking,
because I was concerned that local voices on this issue tended to be drowned out by the
much louder voices of the industry, environmental groups, media, and governments. I
revised my email recruitment blurb to focus more on learning from people about the town
and about opinions and experiences with fracking.
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Initially, my recruitment email focused more on what I wanted out of the
interviews and on what I thought was an important issue in the town – the controversy
over pollution from fracking contributing to the town’s escalating infant mortality rate.
However, once in Vernal, I quickly realized that this issue was not as important as I
originally thought it was. In fact, when I asked the people I met at the Brew Haus about
it, most of them were not even familiar with the issue. My recruitment email originally
began:
My name is Jackie Kerr, and I am a graduate student at the University of
Tennessee, Knoxville. I am currently gathering information for my
dissertation, which is about how people think about and make arguments
about hydraulic fracturing. My project seeks to understand if and how the
major arguments made about hydraulic fracturing by the gas and oil
industry, the media, and government organizations affect how members of
local communities in towns where fracking is ongoing think about and act
on this issue. I am using Vernal as a case study for my research because of
the recent controversy over the possible connection between pollution
from hydraulic fracturing and the rise in infant death rates.
However, after spending a few days in Vernal conducting participant observation
research and speaking with locals, I realized that this message likely would not appeal to
potential participants. I worked to revise my message so that it placed local voices at the
focal point:

93

My name is Jackie Kerr and I’m a PhD student in English at the
University of Tennessee, Knoxville. I’m currently in Vernal doing
research for my dissertation, which explores how people think about and
make arguments about hydraulic fracturing. […] My purpose for coming
to Vernal is to speak with some of the people who live and work here
about their thoughts on hydraulic fracturing and on the arguments people
use when trying to persuade others that drilling is right or wrong. I hope to
speak directly with people who live here because I believe it’s important
that the voices of local residents where fracking takes place are heard and
that their perspectives are understood. I’m writing to ask if you might be
willing to participate in a 60-90 minute audio-recorded interview that
would ask you to share your thoughts and opinions about hydraulic
fracturing, about any local issues concerning fracking, and about the
arguments used in hydraulic fracturing debates.
I hoped that placing emphasis on my desire to hear local voices would convey the
message that I considered their thoughts and experiences were important and worthy of
being heard and would increase my success in recruiting participants.
About a week into my trip, I had only managed to recruit one participant. When I
lamented my struggles on Facebook, a friend from Utah suggested that I consider
attending a Mormon church meeting because I would “probably have some luck meeting
generous people there!” (Facebook comment). I took her advice and mustered up the
courage to go to church. I typed “Mormon churches in Vernal” into the Google search bar
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and was rewarded with nearly 20 locations to choose from. I hovered over the map icons
and saw that one church had a solid 5.0 rating. I clicked on it and scrolled through the
comments. One user had written: “I love this place! Visitors are always welcome. Great
place to learn the scriptures and develop a relationship with God. The people are always
friendly as well.” This glowing recommendation, incentivized by the fact that the
church’s address was very close to my hotel, led me to the decision that I would attend
this church on Sunday, July 24, 2016.
Going to this Mormon church opened the floodgates for me in terms of access to
potential participants. I was received very positively by church members, many of whom
went out of their way to help me locate people to talk to. Church members Gayle
McKeachnie and Wendi Long became indispensable relationships, as both agreed to
participate in interviews with me and made numerous concerted efforts to put me in
contact with potential interviewees. In addition to gaining access to participants through
people I met at church, I also took more assertive measures to recruit potential
interviewees. The most determined effort involved my participant Tom Elder. I was told
to try to interview Tom by Seth Lyman when we met in his lab at the Bingham Center to
discuss his research on air pollution. I asked him if he knew of any activists in town who
might be willing to speak with me, and he said, “I don’t know if he’s anti-oil and gas, but
I know he’s pro-environment and pro-conservation. His name is Tom Elder. He’s on the
Conservation Committee. He’s a super nice guy and all summer he’s doing these guided
tours through Flaming Gorge and Dinosaur National Monument. He knows everything
there is to know about the Uinta Basin. He’d probably be interesting to talk to.”
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Armed with this information, I conducted some internet sleuthing around the
Vernal Chamber of Commerce website, which houses a calendar of daily events and
activities in and around town, and discovered the date of Tom’s next guided tour of
Flaming Gorge. The morning of July 30, 2016, I hopped in my rented Nissan Versa with
tires balder than Mr. Clean and made the 40-minute drive up a tortuous mountain pass in
the rain to the Red Canyon Visitor’s Center in Flaming Gorge National Recreation Area,
the rally point for Tom’s driving tour. After nearly running out of gas during the fourhour long tour, experiencing one failed plot after the next to approach Tom about
participating in my study, and staving off numerous anxiety attacks about having to ask a
stranger for an interview, I finally approached Tom at the tour’s end. He graciously
agreed to participate in an interview with me, and, as our relationship has developed since
that first meeting, I can attest that he is every bit as knowledgeable about the area and as
interesting to talk to as Dr. Lyman thought he would be.
As a result of how I went about recruiting participants, this study’s participant pool was
drafted using convenience and snowball sampling (see Table 3.1 for background
information on this study’s fifteen participants). Once participants agreed to meet with
me, we settled on a time and place for us to conduct our 60-90 minute interviews.
Interview locations were selected to best accommodate participants, and therefore varied:
I held my interview with Greg in a conference room at my hotel. Daniel and I conducted
our interview on his front porch while his son napped inside. Interviews with Uintah
County Commissioner Bill Stringer and Uintah County Treasurer Wendi Long were held
in their respective offices in the County Commission Building. My interview with Tom
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Elder began at a picnic table at the trailhead for the Dry Forks Flume Trail, located about
20 minutes east of Vernal, then was quickly moved to the inside of my parked rental car
after it began to rain. Bill Hall and I met at a table in the lounge/breakfast area of my
hotel. My interview with Gayle McKeachnie took place in his home office. Chad
Hamblin an I met at the USU Building in Roosevelt and sat at a table in the Student
Union. My group interview with Glenny and Danny Bentley, George and Christine
Smith, and Dave took place at a large, rectangular oak table in Glenny’s canning kitchen.
Before beginning each interview, I provided each participant with a copy of the
Informed Consent Statement, which offered detailed information about the purpose of the
study, their involvement in the study, the voluntary nature of their participation, the risks
and benefits of participating, their choices to use their real names or to select a
pseudonym; the steps that would be taken to maintain confidentiality of participants’
identities, audio-recordings, transcriptions, and destruction of interview data; and the
steps that would be taken to securely store all study data. After I verbally reviewed the
form and having additional time to individually review the form and to ask any questions
about the study and their participation in it, participants signed two copies of the
Informed Consent Statement. Each participant was given a signed copy of the Informed
Consent Statement to keep for their own records; my copies of the signed Informed
Consent Statements are stored in a locked filing cabinet in my office in the UT
Humanities Center and, after graduation, will be transferred to the office of my
Dissertation Advisor in McClung Tower where they will be stored in a locked filing
cabinet and remain there for three years after the completion of this study.
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Table 3.1: Participant Background Information
NAME

Greg

GENDER

M

AGE

24

RACE

White

LIVED IN
OCCUPATION
VERNAL

<1 year

STANCE ON FRACKING

Journalist

Mostly opposes fracking, but believes some
benefits come from it: if it could be done
more sustainably, could provide a bridge to
(and supplement to) Green Energy

Daniel

M

38

White

4 years

Undisclosed

Mostly supports fracking, but has some
concerns: effective monitoring of air quality
and other concerns

Bill Stringer

M

59

White

12 years

Uintah County
Commissioner

Supports fracking
Mostly supports fracking, but has some
concerns (pressure reduction and how it
relates to the earth’s readjustment

Dave

M

61

White

12 years

Crude Oil
Supervisor

Dave

M

61

White

12 years

Crude Oil
Supervisor

Mostly supports fracking, but has some
concerns (pressure reduction and how it
relates to the earth’s readjustment

Glenny
Bentley

F

61

White

22 years

Civil Engineer

Supports fracking
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Table 3.1 Continued
LIVED IN
OCCUPATION
VERNAL

NAME

GENDER

AGE

RACE

STANCE ON FRACKING

Danny
Bentley

M

62

White

22 years

Machinist

Supports fracking

Wendi Long

F

55

White

30 years

Uintah County
Treasurer

Supports fracking

High School Mostly opposes fracking, but believes some
Geology Teacher benefits come from it: natural gas is more
(retired)
environmentally friendly

Tom Elder

M

61

White

30 years

Dale Gray

M

66

White

32 years

Paleontologist

Mostly opposed fracking, but believes some
benefits come from it: production of fuels
until a better solution

Christine
Smith

F

65

White

36 years

Undisclosed

Supports fracking

Supports fracking

Supports fracking

George
Smith

M

68

White

36 years

Drill Site
Supervisor
(retired)

Bill Hall

M

54

White

36 years

Truck Driving
Instructor
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Table 3.1 Continued
NAME

GENDER

AGE

RACE

LIVED IN
OCCUPATION
VERNAL

STANCE ON FRACKING

49 years

Elementary
School Science
Teacher

Opposes fracking

American
Indian

50 years

Former Director
of Utah Division
of Indian Affairs

Neither supports nor opposes fracking

White

65 years

Lawyer

Neither supports nor opposes fracking

Chad
Hamblin

M

49

White

Forrest
Cuch

M

66

Gayle
McKeachnie

M

73
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This same procedure was used for conducting follow-up interviews and the two
new interviews I conducted during my return trip to Vernal in 2017. Again, interview
locations varied so as to be conducted at a time and place most convenient for
participants. Forrest Cuch and I met at his home on the Uintah and Ouray Indian
Reservation in Whiterocks, 26 miles west of Vernal. Gayle McKeachnie and I met once
again in his home office. Wendi Long and I held our interview on the back deck of her
home that offered a panoramic view of a setting sun over her and her husband’s farmland.
Tom Elder and I (with his cat on my lap) sat at his kitchen table while we talked. Dale
Gray and I held our interview at a long conference table in a room just outside the
paleontology lab at the Utah Field House of Natural History. Chad Hamblin and I met
again at the Student Union in the USU Building in Roosevelt.
Once again, each participant was given an Informed Consent Statement, which I
verbally reviewed with each of them. After having time to review the form on their own
and to ask questions about the study and their participation in it, participants signed two
copies of the Informed Consent Statement. One signed copy was given to each participant
to keep for their records, while I kept the other signed copies for my records. These forms
are also currently being stored in a locked filing cabinet in my UT Humanities Center
Office and, after I graduate, will be transferred to a locked file cabinet in my Dissertation
Advisor’s office in McClung Tower, where they will remain for three years after this
study’s completion.
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Data Collection
Interviews
Phase I: Initial Interviews
From July 15 – August 18, 2016, I conducted 9 semi-structured interviews – 8
individual interviews and one group interview with five participants – to understand
participants’ attitudes and evaluations of dominant argumentative practices used by the
gas and oil industry, environmental groups, government organizations, and the media.
These interviews also aimed to understand participants’ lived experiences in relation to
the phenomena of hydraulic fracturing (Seidman 17-18). The interviews I conducted were
what Yin classifies as “focused interviews,” where a participant was “interviewed for a
short period of time” – 60-90 minutes – and asked questions that are centralized around a
particular topic, in this case hydraulic fracturing (85). However, using focused interviews
does not preclude asking broader, more open-ended questions should the need arise. Yin
states that “the interviews may still remain open-ended and assume a conversational
manner, but you are more likely to be following a certain set of questions derived from
the case study protocol” (1982, 85). I did follow an interview protocol, but I also
practiced active-listening and asked follow-up questions to invite elaborations, stories,
and clarifications of participants’ opinions and experiences (Seidman 94).
Interviews focused on collecting information about participants’ understandings
of and experiences with fracking and fracking arguments; therefore, the Interview
Protocol consisted of three sections: the first focused on participants’ perceptions of and
experiences with fracking; the second focused on participants’ perceptions of and
102

experiences with arguments made about fracking; and the third focused on broader issues
of fracking and wrapped up the interview (see Appendix B, Initial Interview Protocol).
In order to convey to participants that I wanted to focus on what they knew and how they
felt about and identified with the issue, I started the interview with questions that
prioritized their perceptions of and experiences with fracking. I began by asking an openended question, “When I say the word hydraulic fracturing, what’s the first thing that
comes to mind?” and followed up with more specific probes when appropriate. For
example, many participants answered the question in technical terms, offering a basic
definition of fracking using words like “fracturing rock” or “breaking up rock to get oil
and gas.” I would then prompt them to think a little deeper about the question by asking if
they had any emotional connections to the word. I then asked a series of questions to get
them talking about any potential issues in their town involving fracking, how they heard
about these issues, how they thought and felt about them, and what they think may have
influenced their thoughts. Drawing from the stance on fracking that they designated in the
Background Questionnaire, I asked them “Could you tell me a little about why you feel
this way?” Typically, I followed this question up with specific probes about why the
reasons they gave were important to them, which generated responses revealing their
beliefs and values. To further elicit information regarding their views on fracking, I asked
if they considered themselves to be activists when it came to fracking and to explain why
or why not. In order to understand how they, themselves approached an argument and
assessed and responded to the arguments of others, I asked the question: “Can you recall
a time you got into an argument with someone about fracking? Reconstruct that situation
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for me.” If they could not recall such a situation, I tried to elicit similar information by
asking the question: “Can you recall a recent situation where you observed or read about
or heard other people argue about fracking? Could you tell me what you remember about
it?” I would follow both questions up with specific probes about how they felt while in
the thick of the argument or while observing the argument, and how they felt the
argument went in terms of who they felt “won” or “lost” the argument and why.
The second part of the interview was devoted to talking about participants’
perceptions of arguments made about fracking. To better understand participants’
awareness and assessments of dominant argumentative patterns in fracking discourses, I
asked them to verbally list any recurring arguments – both for and against – that they
have heard being made about fracking. I followed this question up with one that asked
participants about their reactions to such dominant arguments. I asked participants to
discuss any particular arguments about fracking that made them react particularly
strongly – positively or negatively. I followed up with probes that sought to elicit
information about how they might feel and respond in a hypothetical situation in which
someone made these arguments to them. I also asked participants to evaluate the
effectiveness of arguments made about fracking and to explain why they found particular
arguments to be effective and found others ineffective. To gain insight into what they
considered to be successful and unsuccessful ways of talking about fracking, I asked
them to answer the question: “What do you think are the qualities for a successful or
unsuccessful argument about fracking?” Overall, this section of questioning elicited
responses that demonstrated the significance of place in shaping participants’ values and
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beliefs, which thereby influenced how they accepted or rejected arguments made about
fracking and what they considered to be successful and unsuccessful ways of talking
about fracking.
In the third section of the interview, I sought to gauge participants’ perceptions of
the fracking debate as a whole and to gain insight into what they thought needed to
happen in order to achieve the things they wanted to see happen with fracking. I ended
each interview by asking the question: “Can you think of anything that you would like to
add – any additional thoughts you have about fracking or arguments about fracking or
anything else?” This section elicited many personal stories from participants, who, at this
point in the interview, had “all unwittingly let down their guard and revealed something
significant about themselves, their perceptions of [fracking and fracking arguments],
and/or their attitudes about environmentalism” (Thatcher 120).
Before each interview formally began, participants wrote answers to a set of
seven background questions on the Background Questionnaire (see Appendix A). These
questions were geared to obtain information about participants’ choice of pseudonym (if
so desired), their stance on hydraulic fracturing, how long they have lived in their
community, their gender, race, and age. Information regarding personhood was not
solicited for any other purpose than to map diversity (or lack thereof) in participants.
Such information played no bearing on participants’ ability to take part in this study.
Requirements for participation in this study were that participants be current residents of
the Vernal area and be willing to discuss their thoughts about fracking and about
arguments used in fracking debates. Gender, sex, age, race, sexual preference, religious
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affiliation, or any other aspect of personhood were not taken into consideration when
selecting participants. Information gleaned about stances on hydraulic fracturing were
used as a basis for Question 3 in my Initial Interview Protocol (see Appendix B) and as a
frame through which I worked to interpret participants’ responses.
While conducting interviews, I incorporated techniques from Seidman’s
Interviewing as Qualitative Research. Seidman advises interviewers to avoid asking
people if they remember something – an event, a conversation, an experience – due to
issues with memory (Seidman 90).18 Instead, Seidman directs interviewees to ask
participants to reconstruct, “not to remember,” an event or situation (90).
Reconstructions, Seidman points out, help to avoid some of the drawbacks of memorybased recalls because they yield responses that are “partially based on memory and
partially on what a participant now senses as important about the past event” (90). To
avoid potential memory pitfalls, I revised Question 6 in my Initial Interview Protocol to
reflect this (see Appendix B). This question originally asked participants if they
remembered a time in which they had been in an argument about fracking. Instead, I
changed the question to ask if they have ever been in an argument about fracking, and if

Citing the research of Stephen K. Tagg on memory recall in interviewing, Seidman explains, “As soon as
interviewers ask if people remember something, impediments to memory spring up” (90). In “Life Story
Interviews and Their Interpretations,” Tagg explains how such impediments can take the form as accuracy
in recall, difficulty distinguishing between similar occurrences, and reconstructive bias, which happens
when interviewees recreate a story from their past that, during the process of telling, are “influenced by
previous retrospections on the same event” (Tagg 185). Tagg advocates a life story approach to
interviewing and encourages the use of a tool he developed called a life story grid that helps interviewers
ask targeted questions that can enhance accuracy in memory recall.
18
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they had, I asked directly, “What happened?” and “asked for concrete details” of
participants’ lived experiences of the argument “before exploring attitudes and opinions
about it” (91). Doing so helped to ground their attitudes and opinions of the argument
(91).
Letting participants have space to think and speak are principal elements of
interviewing, so I took deliberate steps to “tolerate silence” and pauses during
participants’ responses instead of rushing to fill the void with a question (Seidman 95). In
many of these instances where participants had space to think before continuing, the
responses that followed were thoughtful and, at times, deeply introspective and insightful.
Had I simply jumped to save us from silence by asking a question, I likely would have
missed these kinds of retrospective responses. During interviews, I also worked to limit
my own interaction by avoiding over-talking and experience sharing. I also took
conscious steps to limit my tendency to nod and provide affirmatives during
conversations because, as Seidman notes, doing so could change or distort my
participants’ responses. However, despite my attempts to curtail this behavior, I did
engage in it; but, Seidman recognizes this behavior as “a relatively benign controlling
mechanism that it difficult to give up” (92). I also worked to show that I was listening by
later bringing up something a participant said to ask a question about it, and paid
attention to time and cues in body language to work to move the interview along.
Ultimately, I worked to convey the genuine interest I had in my participants and in the
stories that they shared because “The most important personal characteristic interviewers
must have is a genuine interest in other people. They must be deeply aware that other
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people’s stories are of worth in and of themselves as well as for the usefulness of what
they offer to the interviewers’ research” (96).
All interviews were audio-recorded using the Voice Record Pro app installed on
my iPhone 6s. I received a grant to have the interviews transcribed by a transcription
service; however, the use of this service was primarily in the interest of time, and despite
receiving help in getting the interviews transcribed, I still listened to each audio recording
multiple times so as to verify accuracy in the transcripts, clarify inaudible sections, grasp
intonation, replace certain participant names with pseudonyms, and, most importantly, to
generate an immersive experience in the data.
In addition to interviewing members of the community about their perceptions of
and experiences with fracking and arguments about fracking during this first research trip
to Vernal, I also met with Dr. Seth Lyman, a local scientist investigating air quality in the
Uinta Basin, to discuss his research. While he declined to participate in a formal
interview about fracking, he did give me written permission to record our conversation
and to use his responses in my dissertation.
Phase II: Follow-Up Interviews
From July 21 – August 12, 2017, I returned to Vernal to conduct follow-up
interviews with four of my original 13 participants. Best practices in interviewing in
qualitative research recommend conducting follow-up interviews with study participants
to address questions about interviewees’ responses that may arise during the data coding
process (Seidman). Follow-up interviews also provide opportunities for interviewers to
assess how participants’ beliefs and opinions have changed since the initial interview.
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One of the most interesting claims my participants made during the Initial Interviewing
Phase dealt with how much they believed the economic downturn they were experiencing
in Vernal would change if Donald Trump were elected President. Many believed Trump
would make good on his claims to lift what they considered to be unnecessary bans on
drilling and to make public lands available for gas and oil development. After a Trump
presidency has become a reality, I returned to Vernal to talk with my participants about
their opinions regarding life in Vernal post-election and to see for myself what changes
had occurred in the town’s economic status and gas and oil production over the past year.
Follow-up interviews followed a general interview protocol (see Appendix C,
Follow Up Interview Protocol), but also included additional questions tailored to each
participant relating to questions that I had about their initial interview responses. I began
each interview by asking participants to talk to me about what had happened in the
community since we last spoke. This question always raised the issue of Trump
becoming president and led to interesting discussions about how participants perceived
changes in their community in the wake of this new presidency. I then asked participants
if they still held the same stance toward fracking that they had indicated at the time of our
first interview. This question generated rich conversations about why participants’
stances remained the same or had changed over time. Because place had played such a
big factor in participants’ responses during the Initial Interview Phase, I asked
participants directly what they thought influenced how a person feels about and
experiences fracking and gas and oil development. I followed up with probes about place
and if they thought it could be an influencing factor. Education also played a big part in
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participants’ initial interview responses, with all of them saying in one form or another
that lack of education or the “wrong” education contributed to the fracking controversy,
so I asked participants to explain what education meant to them. Their responses offered
a fuller picture of how they conceived of education and why they believed it to be so
important in the fracking debate. I was also interested in learning more about the
entanglements of inhabitants’ identities and the town’s livelihood of gas and oil
development, which emerged in participants’ responses during the first interview phase.
To explore this relationship, I presented participants with a hypothetical situation: “You
stated in our last interview that this town and the people in it depend on oil and gas. What
if a law was passed banning gas and oil development. A law that said at you couldn’t do
any more gas and oil development here or anywhere and that your town had to find
something else to base its economy on. What do you think would happen in your town if
the oil and gas industry dried up? How does this make you feel?” This question generated
a variety of speculative views, ranging from doomsday prophesizing to a careful hope for
a better, though, certainly a different future for the town and the people in it. I closed the
interviews by asking participants about participants’ thoughts about the fracking
controversy and about their hopes for their community.
Conducting follow-up interviews with my participants was integral to this project.
As a result of this second phase of data collection, I received more detailed insight into
the lived experiences of residents in the Vernal area. This data facilitated a fuller
understanding of the issue of fracking on their terms, from the place in which they stand.
Moreover, conducting these follow-up interviews provided further evidence of and
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insight into the exciting finding regarding place and participants’ perceptions of and
experiences with fracking and fracking arguments that emerged from my initial
interviews. Data collected from these follow-up interviews also supplied invaluable
information supporting my beliefs that attending to local rhetorics of place can both
disrupt dominant discourses of fracking on the national level and provide “zones and
seams of connection” (Goggin 6) between local, place-based knowledges and experiences
of fracking and national hegemonic perspectives.
During this trip, I also recruited two new participants, Dale Gray and Forrest
Cuch. Our interviews adhered to the interview structure I outlined in the above section on
“Phase I: Initial Interviews.” Once again, all interviews were audio-recorded using the
Voice Record Pro app installed on my iPhone 6s. I received another grant to have the
interviews transcribed by a transcription service but also worked to immerse myself in
the data by listening to recordings multiple times to verify accuracy in the transcripts,
clarify inaudible sections, and grasp intonation.
Direct Observations and Participant-Observations
During both research trips to Vernal, I attended and observed numerous local
events and activities. In attending many of these events, I was “not merely a passive
observer,” but assumed a participatory role that allowed me to take part in the actions
being studied (Yin, 2016, 123). I participated in numerous Mormon church services and
Relief Society meetings and activities and attended several weekly lunch meetings of the
Vernal Chamber of Commerce. I engaged in public forums and interacted with local
points of interest, such as the Uintah County Heritage Museum and the Uintah Field
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House of Natural History. I also made numerous trips to the State and National Parks in
and around Vernal. Because my own experiences with people and with place during my
fieldwork had a profound impact on this project, I go into further detail about my
interactions with people and place in the “Interlude” that directly follows this chapter.
Ultimately, as a participant-observer during both of my trips to Vernal, I was able
“to engage with ‘live’ and ‘in situ’ rhetorics through observation” and participantobservation in an effort to equip myself with the ability to “reflect[] about rhetoric’s
emergence, meaning, and influence” and “to attend to the way discourse moves,
articulates, and shapes the material realities of peoples’ lives in the everyday, in the
public, and in their communities” (McKinnon, Asen, Chávez, and Glenn Howard 4).
Participant-observation also enabled me to witness “emergent meanings unfolding in the
field” (Chevrette 157). Overall, these participant-observer experiences “provided key
sources of data” and “offered much more insight than would attempts to collect data from
afar” (Na’puti 64). My experiences with people and place also “Profoundly shaped my
relationships with community members, environments, and the ways I understood
discourses circulating in and about” Vernal (Onís 106). These in situ encounters made the
problems that my participants faced and the issues happening in and around town feel
present in ways that enhanced and influenced how I came to understand the complicated
and nuanced ways their understandings of and participation in fracking discourses were
deeply entangled with their senses of place, identities, values, and beliefs. And their
participation in these discourses created “scenes of constraint and possibility for
rhetorical action” (Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres 23), “enabl[ing] the rhetorical
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actions of some identities and communities, while problematizing and constraining other
bodies and practices” (24).
Moreover, these in situ experiences mean that “I am also situated as part of the
data” (Na’puti 64). I came to recognize through my interactions and experiences with the
people of Vernal and with the place itself the importance of and the need to “interpret
[my] own emplacement in the field and the role of field-as-place in the research process”
(Middleton, Hess, Endres, and Senda-Cook 102). Like Danielle Endres’ experiences in
her fieldwork in the Atomic West, “spending time and being physically present” in my
place of research “altered [my] understanding of that place and attuned [me] to the ways
that [I] interacted with the place, not just as a site of research but as a meaningful place.
Being in the field gives access to emplaced rhetoric, but also emplaces the critic in that
rhetoric” (103). As such, I take care to address and critique my emplacement in and with
this project. In the chapters that follow, I include excerpts from field notes and bring
myself into the narrative in an effort to illustrate the necessity of considering place in
people’s understandings of and experiences with fracking and fracking arguments and the
misperceptions that occur when people outside of a community come to understand that
community through dominant discursive constructions in the media.
Archival Materials
To provide historical context and corroborate and enhance interview data for this
study (Yin), I collected nearly 1000 pages of documents from the Regional History
Center in Vernal. These documents include: images of gas and oil development,
transcripts of oral histories, local books on regional histories of gas and oil development,
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newspaper articles on gas and oil development dating back to 1891, 20 years of meeting
minutes of the Uintah County Commissioners, and government documents relating to
mineral extraction from the Uintah County Commission and Vernal Field Office of the
Bureau of Land Management.
Data Analysis
As leading qualitative research scholar Johnny Saldaña writes in his coding
manual for qualitative researchers, “Coding is a cyclical act” in which meaning is built
over time, through multiple passes over the data (9). “The coding process is a ‘live’ rather
than inert action” (9), Saldaña explains. It is an organic and dynamic process that is
considerably influenced by the researcher’s own “subjectivities,” “personalities,”
“predispositions,” and “quirks” (Sipe and Giso qtd in Saldaña 8). Saldaña sees coding as
a “heuristic,” but not as a technique that should confine or restrict researchers. Rather,
coding requires “heuristic fluidity,” so as to help the researcher “prioritize insightful
qualitative analytic discovery over mere mechanistic validation” (9). Throughout my data
analysis, I worked to approach coding as “a continuous, iterative enterprise” (Miles,
Huberman, and Saldaña 14).
I analyzed interview data in three cycles. The first cycle of data analysis was
conducted after Phase I interviews were transcribed and I had reviewed and edited all
transcriptions. I took an inductive approach to data analysis, using open coding methods
that draw from grounded theory approaches. Open coding allowed me to become
immersed in the interview data and to encounter emerging patterns, themes, and
similarities and differences in participants’ responses (Charmaz 2006; Cresswell 2013;
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Saldaña 2013; Strauss and Corbin 1998). During the recording of each interview, I took
detailed notes about participants’ responses, jotting down points of interest, major
themes, and instances of repeated themes occurring laterally across interviews. As I
conducted the preliminary coding for this set of interviews, I constantly referred to my
notes to assist me as I recognized patterns and themes in the data. I also practiced analytic
memo writing during data analysis to “reflect on and write about how [I] personally
relate[d] to the participants and/or the phenomenon” (Saldaña 46). Writing analytic
memos helped me to make connections between myself, the social world, and the
rhetorical phenomenon I was studying; to “sympathize and empathize with [my]
participants’ actions to understand their perspectives and world views;” and to “examine”
and interrogate my “own emotions, relationship and values, attitudes, and beliefs about
the phenomenon [I was] exploring” (46). From this analytical cycle, it became obvious to
me that participants understood and experienced fracking and fracking discourses
differently as a result of their geographical location and their sense of place. This first
cycle of data analysis began in September 2016 and culminated with my presentation of
these findings at an academic conference in April 2017.
From my discovery that place played a critical role in participants’ values,
attitudes, and beliefs regarding fracking and arguments about fracking, I designed followup interviews to attain further insight into this phenomenon. Once Phase II interviews
were conducted, transcribed, and checked for accuracy, I began the second cycle of data
analysis. Once again, grounded theory offered a helpful framework for data analysis. I
again used open coding methods to uncover emergent patterns, themes, and similarities
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and differences in participants’ responses. During this cycle, I began looking for
interconnections in both phases of data collection and used a constant comparative
technique to analyze data across interview phases, looking for instances of repeated
patterns and for information that offered further insight into those patterns (Charmaz). I
also began the process of streamlining and merging codes. For example, I had multiple
codes for the various fracking arguments that participants discussed and employed, and
each argumentative code had sub-codes for pro- and -anti-fracking arguments. However,
once I realized that all of these coded arguments could be seen through the lens of place, I
began combining redundant codes and incorporating them under the larger umbrella code
of “Emplaced Rhetorical Practices,” and developed three major sub-codes of these
practices: appeals to identity; appeals to physical elements of place; and appeals to
knowledge of/experience with a place. Additionally, narrative coding became a useful
analytical tool in this phase, as I began investigating participants’ stories and their uses of
narrative rhetoric in their responses. Narrative coding allowed me to “explor[e]
intrapersonal and interpersonal participant experiences and actions to understand the
human condition through story” (Saldaña 154) and to discover the richly complex and
nuanced ways participants enacted their beliefs and values through story and how these
enacted beliefs and values, at times, collided in contradictory ways.
In my third and final cycle of data analysis, I began stepping back from individual
codes in my data and zoomed outward to observe and explore larger, interrelated patterns
laterally across all interviews, initial and follow-up, that would help create a narrative
frame for understanding the data as a whole. Throughout this process of zooming out, a
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clearer understanding of how place informed participants’ perceptions and experiences
with fracking emerged, and I was able to devise a conceptual model that depicted the
cyclical and recursive relationships between participants and place. I present this model
in Chapter Four and use it to make visible the recursive process through which place
shapes and is shaped by participants’ identity, values, and beliefs and how this cycle
contributes to participants’ views and rhetorical practices toward fracking.
During each analytical cycle, I used NVivo, a computer assisted qualitative data
analysis software program (CAQDAS) that is “designed to help [qualitative
researchers] organize, analyze and find insights in unstructured, or qualitative data like:
interviews, open-ended survey responses, articles, social media and web content” (“What
is NVivo?”). NVivo does not analyze data, but rather provides researchers with tools to
code, organize, and manage data more efficiently. Additionally, throughout each cycle of
my analysis, I tried to follow Charmaz’s advice to “avoid imposing a forced framework”
on the data (qtd in Cresswell 196). Instead, I worked to follow “an emerging process of
forming a theory” (196) that “emphasize[d] understanding rather than explanation” and
explored participants’ multiple realities in order to construct “a narrative that pulls
together experiences and shows the range of meanings” (197) of participants’ perceptions
of and experiences with fracking and with arguments made about fracking. I was
continuously engaged in analytic memo writing throughout all analytical cycles, using
these memos as spaces to note recurring patterns and interconnections across interviews
as well as my own reactions, thoughts, and theories about participants’ responses.
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There were numerous instances occurring in the data in which exchanges between
myself and my participants were “more than just information gathering,” and instead
were “significant, biodirectional dialogic exchanges of issues and jointly constructed
meanings” (Saldaña 17). Therefore, I also coded my own responses alongside my
participants’ because it was through our shared dialogue that we came to co-create
meanings about certain concepts and ideas. I also analyzed my own participantobservation fieldnotes from both research trips, looking for changes in my own values,
attitudes, or beliefs during the data collection process. I also coded instances of my
emotional responses toward my experiences with participants and with the place itself.
Issues of Trustworthiness
I implemented a reflexive approach to data analysis that aimed to explore and
understand my participants’ responses according to how they understand and know the
world around them (May and Perry), to be “empathic and respectful of each person’s
realities” (Stake, 2000, 441). Whenever possible, I also member-checked my analyses by
sharing with my participants any material that concerned them to prevent vulnerability or
inaccuracy (Seidman). I did my best to work with participants and give them a role in
shaping their own narratives and “to preserve the multiple realities, the different and even
contradictory views of what is happening” in Vernal (Stake, 1995, 12). However, I
consider it important to return to a point that I emphasized toward the beginning of this
chapter: that I was the choreographer of this project who decided what the story was and
how it would get told, and, hence, I arranged it accordingly. While I did my best to
consider my participants and to tell their stories in the best ways possible, I had to make
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choices about what to include and what to omit. I have worked to turn a critical eye
toward my own preconceptions and beliefs during this project, but my interpretations,
assertions, and conclusions have nevertheless been influenced by understandings that
exist “deep within” me and derive from a “mix of personal experience, scholarship, [and]
assertions of other researchers” (12). Responsibility for any mistakes or oversights in my
findings belongs to me and to me alone.
While case study researchers cannot avoid making generalizations about their
findings – it is the nature of research to generalize – they tend toward what Stake calls
“petite generalizations” made about activities, problems, or responses that recur
throughout the case (1995, 7). I chose this method of research because, as Stake points
out, “The real business of case study is particularization, not generalization” (8). The
primary purpose of this project has been to amplify local discourses of hydraulic
fracturing and to challenge the tendencies of dominant discourses to portray local
communities in simplistic, homogeneous terms and make sweeping generalizations about
how residents think, what they do, and what they want. I have aimed to avoid making
broad generalizations about my participants and their experiences and to instead highlight
the particularity of this case. I have worked to map out the complexities in participants’
opinions about fracking and in their experiences with gas and oil drilling, and I have
worked to “describe the case[] in sufficient descriptive narrative so that readers can
vicariously experience these happenings and draw conclusions” (Stake, 2000, 439).
This project intertwines qualitative case study research with a participatory
critical rhetorical approach. The latter approach recommends participant advocacy on the
119

part of the researcher, so I worked to use my writing to act as an advocate for my
participants. Aaron Hess defines advocacy in participatory rhetorical methods as: “the
purposeful expression of a subjective construction of reality, utilized for social change,
the recognition of identity, or resisting power structures” (89). As an advocate, I have
used this dissertation to demonstrate participants’ “subjective construction[s] of reality”
as inhabitants of Vernal and how those constructions contribute to their multiple
interpretive understandings of and experiences with Vernal. I have done this with the
express purpose of highlighting the embodied and emplaced rhetorics that participate in
and help to create inhabitants’ constructions of hydraulic fracturing and their identities.
Too often, the voices of people living in communities where fracking is ongoing,
especially in communities where fracking is widely supported, are glossed over, ignored,
or lumped together by the dominant discourses controlling the narratives that get
circulated about fracking. My role as an advocate in this project has been to help
participants amplify their voices and gain control over their own narratives regarding how
they perceive and experience the rhetorical phenomena of fracking on their own terms,
form the place in which they stand.
I also took care to follow the three commitments for researchers engaging in in
situ rhetorical study as outlined by Middleton, Senda-Cook, and Endres: 1) understanding
rhetoric as part of social practice, 2) recognition of a dialectical relationship between
rhetorical texts and lived experiences, and 3) seeing connections between the rhetoric we
study and the rhetoric we construct to make sense of our participants’ experiences (391394).
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Study Limitations and Delimitations
Several factors affected the outcome of this study and impacted results in
important ways. First, my very presence when interacting with my participants influenced
the ways in which participants responded. Participants perceived me as a university
researcher seeking to obtain information about fracking to use in my dissertation. On
numerous occasions, participants’ comments were metadiscursive, shining a light onto
the contrived and goal-oriented nature of our conversations, saying things like: “I hope
you’re getting what you need;” “I’m not sure what you’re looking for;” and “Did I
answer your question correctly?” Moreover, my presence as a female likely influenced
participants’ responses. Many of the men I interviewed adopted an instructive approach
to our conversations, seeking to explain processes and ideas to me in great detail to
ensure my comprehension. For example, both Commissioner Stringer and Bill Hall drew
me diagrams of the fracking process, despite my saying that I was aware of how the
process was implemented. It is possible that these instructive conversations took place
because I am a woman. However, none of my participants ever “spoke down” to me or
intentionally made belittling or sexist comments, and I always felt that I gained important
information from their detailed explanations. These conversations also could have
occurred because I was an outsider, and participants were trying to provide me with
information from an insider’s perspective.
My sampling procedures also influenced the outcome of this study. Because I
arrived in Vernal knowing no one and having no prior connections with residents, I had
to make those connections while conducting field work. I was at the mercy of people’s
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willingness to speak with an outsider about issues that are personal to them as insiders in
the community. I had to rely on snowball sampling techniques and in-person invitations
to strangers to recruit study participants. As a result, my participants are participants of
chance and convenience, and, as such, are not representative of the Vernal community as
a whole. This study’s results can only be applied to better understand the values,
attitudes, beliefs, and experiences of this unique set of participants and not the Vernal
area as a whole. Study results are also likely skewed as a result of gender imbalances.
Significantly more men participated in this study than women. Therefore, differences or
similarities in responses along gendered lines cannot sufficiently be assessed with this
study’s participant pool. Moreover, because of IRB limitations, I was only able to
interview people living in and around Vernal. Participants offered me names of numerous
contacts who lived in other parts of Utah where fracking is ongoing, but I was unable to
reach out to them due to IRB restrictions. In the four findings chapters that follow, I turn
to an analysis of the three major emplaced rhetorical practices that emerged from my
analysis of participants’ fracking discourses. However, before I begin these discussions, I
think it important to note that while the insights into place-based rhetorics generated by
this study can be applied to other communities where fracking is ongoing, additional
research in multiple communities is needed in order to further explore and enhance the
generalizability of these findings.
Lastly, and I believe most importantly, I think it is imperative for me to speak to
how the quotes from Forrest Cuch that I analyze in the following chapters bring into view
the much larger issues of conquest, colonialism, racism, discrimination, and prejudice
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that entangle Indigenous lives and land. In this project, I have used Forrest’s experiences
and knowledges as representative of his own community, the Ute Tribe, all the while
being cognizant of the fact that I run the risk of subjecting him to tokenism, which was in
no way my intent. I bring Forrest into this project because his voice needs to be heard.
The constellation of stories he tells presents important challenges to the dominant gas and
oil and LDS narratives that reign in privileged positions throughout the Uinta Basin. His
fracking discourse also poses challenges to environmentalists; though he has similar
values and beliefs, they exist in different orientations. Moreover, his stories are only one
of many; there are more stories, many more, and they need to be told. Therefore, I fully
recognize that my treatment of Forrest’s discourse serves to further my own ends for this
project and does not fully engage with the much larger issues of mineral extraction,
colonial extortion, and violence against Indigenous people that his words bring to light.
These issues have been and continue to be important topics of scholarly discourse by
Indigenous scholars, such as Winona LaDuke in All Our Relations: Native Struggles for
Land and Life, Roxanne Dunbar Ortiz in An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United
States, and Gerald Vizenor in Survivance: Narratives of Native Presence. While I am
unable to attend to these issues in the ways they deserve in this particular project, I am
aware of the importance of these stories and know that they are worthy of more space and
attention than I was able to provide them here.
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Interlude: Entanglements of Researcher, Participants, and Place in Rhetorical Field
Methods

Academic research and life intersect; endeavoring to keep them artificially separated can
lead to personal unhappiness as well as eliminating promising areas for research, but
exploring the intersection is no easy task.
– Laura L. Ellingson19

In the previous chapters, I reviewed and critiqued the extant literature pertaining
to this study’s dual purpose of 1) furthering research on fracking discourses by offering a
multiple methodologies approach to investigating local discourses of fracking that applies
ecological and participatory critical rhetorical approaches to making visible the
entanglements of place in participants’ fracking discourses, and 2) intervening in the
field’s methodological approaches that interweave qualitative and rhetorical research
methods by advocating for a more emplaced, embodied, and instructive engagements
with our research processes and our participatory roles in them in our conversations about
rhetorical field methods. In this interlude, I take a pause before I begin attending to the
emplaced rhetorical appeals in my participants’ fracking discourses in the following
chapters to provide for the reader a fuller understanding of the inter-relations between
participants, researcher, and place and how these relations come to bear on the research
process.

From “‘Then You Know How I Feel’: Empathy, Identification, and Reflexivity in Fieldwork,”
Qualitative Health Inquiry, vol. 4, no. 4, 1998, pp. 510.
19
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I turn now to a conversation about relationships – relationships between people
and place. This study would not exist without the people who agreed to participate. It
would not exist without my creation of it or my field work. It would not exist in the way
it does now had the location of the study been different. Each of these key elements –
participants, researcher, and place – had profound impacts on this study, individually and
relationally. My participants and our relations came to bear on my thinking about people
who live in fracked towns, about fracking, and about research. The interactions I had with
the land and with Vernal as a place also exerted considerable influence on myself as a
person and on how I have come to conceive of relationships between land, people, and
rhetorical practices. Moreover, I had effects on my participants and on the place – I left
traces of myself and my thinking with every person I spoke with and with every step I
took along the way. My very presence shaped my interactions with my participants. The
three of us – participants, researcher, and place – together, we created this story, we
shaped this story, and we were all forever changed during the process. Therefore, I
dedicate this interlude to attending to each of these elements, in hopes to make our
individual and collective influences on this project visible to the reader.
I begin this section with a postitionality statement articulating my worldview and
its potential effects on the research process, as well as my relationship with the study and
with my participants. I then draw from information gleaned from the Background
Questionnaire (see Appendix A) and from interview data to describe the study’s
participants as a group and to construct individual profiles. I proceed to describe the
research setting and context, using Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres’ conception of
125

place as “field” to offer a detailed description of the Vernal area as “a rhetorical place
that contributes to and limits conditions of possibility for rhetorical practice,
performance, and invention” and “participates in and cocreates the rhetoric of its
inhabitants” (23).
The Researcher: Positionality Statement
For me, the issue of hydraulic fracturing is very personal. I come from a small,
rural town in Western Pennsylvania that has suffered greatly from the fracking boom. My
parents live deep in the woods on 150+ acres. Their nearest neighbors are several miles
away. The land they live on is beautiful and quiet, save for the sounds of the animals and
the trees. Although many of their neighbors have signed over the drilling rights to their
land, my parents refuse to do so. And yet, they are still affected by the choices that their
neighbors have made. My parents live too far out in the country to qualify for city water,
so they get their water from a spring that flows 100 feet from the house. For as long as I
can remember, the water at my parents’ house was the best tasting water I’d ever had.
After I left home for college, one of the things I missed most was water that came from
our spring. When I visited my parents for Christmas in 2013, I noticed that the water now
tasted metallic and it smelled funny. I didn’t think much about it, until I realized that it
was making me sick. Like clockwork, I would wake in the morning, go to the kitchen,
and drink a glass of water. Ten to fifteen minutes later, I would feel sick to my stomach.
“How peculiar,” I thought, and told my sister about it. She exclaimed that she had been
experiencing the same thing. When I mentioned this to my mom, she admitted that she,
too, felt nauseated after drinking the water. “It happened after they put that well in down
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the road. But, it’s only if I drink it in the morning,” she said. “And there’s bottled water
in the fridge. We’ve been drinking that instead.” Disturbed by both her confirmation of
my theory and what I perceived as her playing down an issue that deserved greater
concern, I decided to do some internet sleuthing to see if I could provide her (and me)
with more information.
I began researching the effects of fracking and discovered that groundwater
contamination was one of the primary issues. According to a website I found hosted by
The Allegheny Front20, “Water that tastes metallic and smells like methane” were some of
the chief characteristics of contaminated water (“Fracking and Groundwater
Contamination”). In researching fracking’s negative effects, I became like Alice,
tumbling down a well of information. Websites, scientific studies, magazine and
newspaper articles, documentaries—all criticizing the devastating effects of hydraulic
fracturing. Some were exposing underhanded industry tactics as well as industry’s ties to
state and federal governments and policymaking. Most importantly, I learned about the
growing anti-fracking movement and how it had been influential in persuading numerous
states, cities, and countries worldwide to reconsider allowing fracking on their lands. I
decided that I wanted to be a part of the movement, and I have been researching and
writing about the rhetoric of fracking for over four years now.

20

The Allegheny Front is an award-winning public radio program that began in 1991 and reports on
environmental issues in Western Pennsylvania (“About Us”).
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I know that I hold strong beliefs concerning this particular issue and concerning
the environment in general. I grew up walking in the woods and enjoying time spent in
and with nature, so I have a deep reverence for the land and what it does for us and
provides for us as a species. I consider myself to be a deep ecologist in that I “believe that
the root of the environmental crisis lies in anthropocentrism, the view that regards
humans as the center or measure of all value” (Hendry 65). I also “take an ecocentric or
biocentric view of nature, which places humans and nature on equal par. This view calls
for an ethical consideration of nature” (65-6). In my opinion, anthropocentrism and
capitalism have led to the exploitation of the natural world. I believe that these
philosophies are the root of many of the environmental problems our world now faces,
such as climate change, deforestation, soil erosion, resource depletion, pollution, food
scarcity, and poverty. I believe that all of these issues can be traced back to the dominant
Western view of nature that is grounded in control, mastery, consumerism, and
capitalism. The fracking boom is yet another example of humanity’s desire to exert total
control over natural resources in order to make a profit. My beliefs have the potential to
both help and hinder my research; they supply me with a passion and a drive to continue
my work while also shaping the way I interpret the information and the data I obtain.
For this study, I have taken great care to step outside of my belief system so as to
not make snap judgments about people who hold different environmental philosophies,
and I have worked hard to see the world through my participants’ eyes when talking with
them and writing about their experiences. In fact, during my interactions with residents of
Vernal, I began to see how important resource extraction is for the town and how it has
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worked to shape the identities of the town and of the people in it. Talking with my
participants about their beliefs and experiences with fracking revealed important insights
into their lives and led me to question the usefulness of holding such a one-sided view on
gas and oil development. This realization prompted me to consider the complexities and
nuances of humans’ relationships and interactions with the environment and with issues
concerning the environment and steered my attention to the importance of considering the
role of place in fracking discourses.
From these realizations, it became clear to me how integral my participants were
to this project. Without their willingness to share their personal experiences, opinions,
and stories with me, an outsider, this project would not have been possible. Throughout
the interview process, my relationship between my participants and I shifted
dramatically, from one of researcher and participant to co-participants and, eventually,
collaborators. During our conversations, we engaged in what Kathleen M. de Onís calls
“co-production of meaning-making” (106), and this co-construction of knowledge about
and sharing of experiences with fracking and arguments about fracking redistributed the
power balance of our relationships in a way that put participants and I on a more equal
playing field that emphasized reciprocity. In “Towards a Cultural Rhetorics
Methodology: Making Research Matter with Multi-Generational Women from the Little
Traverse Bay Bend,” Andrea M. Riley Mukavetz describes this relational shift in the
researcher’s perspective as a way of practicing relational accountability, a practice
informed by Sean Wilson’s Indigenous methodology. She uses as an example her own
shift in perspective toward the Odawa women she was working with on an oral history
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project. After meeting with the women over a period of six months to both develop a
relationship with them and learn from them what stories they wanted to share “about their
lived experiences and their roles and responsibilities at work, in the community, and
while pursuing a formal education” (108), Riley Mukavetz realized that she had an
obligation to treat the women she was working with as “collaborators and colleagues,”
because of their intimate understanding of the ways in which “dominant discourses,
particularly education systems, affected how they enact their roles and responsibilities”
(115). Therefore, Riley Mukavetz “had to shift perspectives and listen to these women as
not only research participants, but as intellects who understood disciplinary conventions
on ethical research methodologies and representations of American Indians in formal
education” (115).
Like Riley Mukavetz, over time, I also came to see the people with whom I
worked on this project as “intellects” who possessed an intricate community-based
knowledge and understood how and why things worked (and did not or would not work)
and which identities could be enacted and which could not (at least, not without contempt
or scorn) in their cultural community. It became clear to me that both myself and my
project would benefit significantly from prioritizing their expertise. I came to rely on
their knowledge and experience and, from them, I gained insight into the community and
into the complicated and nuanced rhetorical forces at work in their views regarding
fracking and arguments about fracking. Instead of using the stories they shared with me
to fit my original research agenda, which prioritized dominant discourses of fracking over
local, emplaced fracking discourses, I had to change my agenda to fit their stories
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because “their stories,” not my original research aims, “bec[ame] central” (Riley
Mukavetz 115). Because the people with whom I worked are such an integral part of this
project, I want to practice relational accountability by acknowledging them as much more
than simply research participants and, instead, treat them as collaborators and coparticipants. As such, it is important for me to take some time to introduce them.
The Participants
Fifteen residents of the Vernal area agreed to participate in this study. At the time
of the study, all fifteen were living and working in and around Vernal. Fourteen of the
participants identified as white; one identified as American Indian. Thirteen participants
identified as male and three identified as female. Participants spanned a wide age range,
between the ages of 24–73. Seven participants described themselves as supporting
fracking, and one as opposing fracking. Two listed themselves as neither supporting nor
opposing fracking. Two revealed that they are mostly in support of fracking but have
some concerns. Three revealed that they mostly oppose fracking but believe some
benefits come from it. Participants were presented with the choice to use a pseudonym to
protect their identities or to use their real names in the study. Three participants opted for
anonymity and will be referred to using the pseudonyms they selected for themselves.
Twelve participants chose to use their real names. In the participant introductions that
follow, I have arranged participants in order of the time they have lived in the
community, beginning with the participant having lived the least amount in Vernal and
concluding with the participant having lived the most amount of time in Vernal.
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Descriptions are based on information participants provided on a Background
Questionnaire (see Appendix A) and from details gleaned from their interviews.
Greg has lived in Vernal for less than a year. He is 24 and originally from Bel Air,
Maryland. In the fall of 2010, Greg moved out west to Denver, Colorado, to attend
college for journalism. After he graduated in May 2016, he made his way to Vernal,
where he began working as a reporter for the local newspaper. In fact, reading one of his
articles about gas and oil development in the local paper is what led me to email him an
invitation to participate in an interview, an invitation he graciously accepted. In addition
to his career as a journalist, Greg is a professional-level mountain bike racer. At the time
we conducted our interview, he was volunteering in the community to help develop a
network of mountain bike paths for young children in Vernal. In the Background
Questionnaire, Greg reported that he mostly opposes fracking, but believes some benefits
come from it. Specifically, he believes that “if it could be done more sustainably, [it]
could provide a bridge (and supplement to) Green Energy.”
Daniel has lived in Vernal for four years. He is 38 and originally from London,
United Kingdom. Daniel is a lawyer, specializing in business law. An avid mountain
biker who has competed professionally in the past, Daniel was volunteering on the same
mountain bike trail project that Greg was working on. Daniel is also an acquaintance of
another participant Tom Elder, who suggested Daniel as a potential contact. I emailed
him an invitation to participate, and he accepted. In the Background Questionnaire,
Daniel reported that he mostly supports fracking, but has some concerns. Specifically, he
is apprehensive about “effective monitoring of air quality.”
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Commissioner Bill Stringer has lived in Vernal for twelve years. He is 59 and
originally from Denver, Colorado. After he graduated from the Colorado School of Mines
with a BS in Mining and Mineral Engineering in 1980, he began what would become a
lengthy career in Public Lands Administration that would contribute to decades-long
experience with drilling and mining. From 1988–2004, Commissioner Stringer served a
variety of positions in the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) in Moab, Utah, including
Assistant District Manager for Mineral Resources, Associate District Manager, ActingDistrict Manager, Acting-Field Manager-Monticello Field Office, Assistant Field
Manager for Resources-Moab Field Office. From 2004 –2014, he served as the District
Manager for the BLM’s Green River District Office in Vernal, Utah. His work with the
BLM has provided him with extensive experience in oil and gas leasing operations; it has
also embroiled him in controversy.21 In January 2014, Commissioner Stringer retired
from the BLM, only to begin serving as the Public Lands Administrator for Uintah

In his July 27, 2012, NYT article “Drillers in Utah Have a Friend in a U.S. Land Agency,” journalist Eric
Lipton offers a scathing critique of Commissioner Stringer, who was then serving as the District Manager
for BLM’s Green River District in the Vernal Field Office. The crux of Lipton’s criticism lies with what he
sees as the Commissioner’s overzealous support for the gas and oil industry, made evident to him by the
field office’s approval of “an average of 555 new oil and gas wells a year [during Commissioner Stringer’s
then 9-year tenure].” This was “nearly three times the number in the previous decade.” Lipton writes. He
also criticizes Commissioner Stringer for lax enforcement of environmental or safety violations, easing up
on rules about well sites near sensitive wildlife habitats. In 2015, Commissioner Stringer was again the
topic of another gas and oil-related controversy in Vernal. Paul Solotaroff, in his June 22, 2015, Rolling
Stone article “What’s Killing the Babies of Vernal, Utah?” characterized Commissioner Stringer as a
“grunt[ing],” “impatient,” and “plump” man who “dismissed [claims of the polluting impact of drilling on
Vernal’s air] as ‘apples-to-oranges’ science.” In fact, Commissioner Stringer is a topic of several
participants’ responses, with those in support of fracking singing his praises while those who oppose
fracking issue harsh concerns for what they see as his lack of concern for the environment.
21
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County in Vernal that February. In January 2015, he was elected to the position of Uintah
County Commissioner. It is in this capacity that I was introduced to him by another
participant, Wendi Long, at a weekly Vernal Chamber of Commerce Luncheon. Wendi
explained to him that I was in Vernal trying to interview people about their experiences
with hydraulic fracturing for my dissertation, and he volunteered to participate. In the
Background Questionnaire, Commissioner Stringer reported that he supports fracking.
Dave has lived in Vernal for twelve years. He is 61 years old and originally from
Ohio. He spent years working in the oil industry, beginning his career as a Crude Oil
Supervisor in the northeastern United States and then in Utah, managing crude oil
purchasing and transportation from the field to the refinery. Dave’s nearly 40 years of
experience in the oil and gas industry has provided him with deep understanding and vast
technical knowledge of drilling techniques, such as hydraulic fracturing. He is also a
practicing Mormon. Dave is neighbor and friend of participants Glenny and Danny
Bentley and was one of the people that Glenny invited to her home for our group
interview. In the Background Questionnaire, Dave reported that he mostly supports
fracking, but has some concerns. Specifically, he is concerned about “pressure reduction
and how it relates to the earth’s crust.”
Glenny Bentley has lived in Vernal for 22 years. She is 61 years old and
originally from Utah. Glenny is a civil engineer. She worked on the Seep Ridge Road
Paving Project, an eight-year long project that resulted in a 45-mile-long roadway that
provided “paved access into the energy zone of southern Uintah County” (Bernard, “Seep
Ridge Road”). At the time of our interview, she was supposed to be working on another
134

road project, the Book Cliffs Highway Project, which would create a corridor through
previously inaccessible and remote lands to enhance and streamline gas and oil
transportation (Bernard, “Book Cliffs Highway”); however, due to funding problems
stemming from the downturn in the oil and gas industry and resistance against the project
from environmentalists, the project had been tabled until further notice.22 Glenny
identifies as Mormon, though she admitted to not being as active in the church as she had
been in the past. She enjoys canning and preserving food and teaching these skills to
others. She occasionally teaches a canning workshop for the Relief Society,23 which is
how I met her. After her canning demonstration, I helped her carry her supplies to her car
and asked her if she would participate in an interview with me. She agreed and even said
that she would ask other people she knew if they would like to participate. I took this to
mean that she would pass along the information to others who might be interested in
participating in individual interviews with me; I was wrong. Glenny actually ended up
recruiting four people who arrived at her home the night of our scheduled interview. Not
wanting to miss out on an opportunity to speak with more people, I conducted a group
interview with everyone who came. In the Background Questionnaire, Glenny reported
that she supported fracking.

22

Both of these projects, the Seep Ridge Road and the Book Cliffs Highway, received a backlash of
negative attention from environmental and conservation groups who exhibited concerns for potential
wildlife and natural habitat impacts (Bernard, “Paving the Seep Ridge Road”).
23
According to the church’s website, “Relief Society is the women’s organization of The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints. Its purpose is to help prepare women for the blessings of eternal life as they
increase faith in Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ and His Atonement; strengthen individuals, families, and
homes through ordinances and covenants; and work in unity to help those in need” (“Relief Society”).
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Danny Bentley has lived in Vernal for 22 years. He is 62 and originally from
Utah. He is Glenny’s husband. Danny has training as a machinist and has also worked as
a technician in the coal mines of Carbon County, Utah. At the time of our interview, he
was part of the road crew for Book Cliffs Highway Project. Danny is a cancer survivor,
overcoming hairy cell leukemia. He also identifies as a Mormon. I met Danny when I
arrived at their home to interview Glenny. In the Background Questionnaire, Danny
reported that he supported fracking.
Wendi Long has lived in Vernal for 30 years. She is 55 and originally from
Logan, Utah. Since 2006, she has served as the Uintah County Treasurer, overseeing the
collection of property taxes. This position has afforded her with an intricate and extensive
knowledge of Vernal’s economy. In 2014, she was recognized as Treasurer of the Year
(Utah Association of Counties). She and her husband have raised four children in Vernal.
She self-identifies as Mormon, and every Sunday, she teaches Primary, “a program
designed specifically for children that presents the gospel in its simplest form. Lessons
are scripturally based and incorporate music and visual imagery to hold the attention of
the children” (“What to Expect at Church Services”). I was introduced to Wendi by one
of the women who befriended me during church. She thought that Wendi, being the
County Treasurer, would be a good person for me to interview. Despite her misgivings
that she didn’t think she knew anything that would be of any use to me, Wendi graciously
offered to talk with me. In the Background Questionnaire, Wendi reported that she
supported fracking.
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Tom Elder has lived in Vernal for 30 years. He is 61 and originally from Wichita,
Kansas. Throughout his life, Tom has held a variety of careers. As a seasonal ranger for
the National Park Service and the U.S. Forest Service, Tom has worked in places like
Grand Canyon, Big Bend, Death Valley, and Dinosaur National Monument, and has held
various positions, working first as a firefighter, then as a timber cruiser, a wilderness
ranger, a campground fee collector, and finally, as an interpretive ranger. He also taught
high school biology and geology for 25 years. He had recently retired at the time of our
interview, but that was not slowing him down one bit. After retirement, he began
volunteering at Dinosaur National Monument and Flaming Gorge National Recreation
Area, leading driving tours, offering educational talks to park visitors about geology and
local history, and hosting night sky viewings where he teaches people about astronomy. It
is through one of his driving tours in Flaming Gorge that I met Tom and asked him to
participate in an interview. He also performs a little contract work for the Wilderness
Society. Locally, Tom is a member of the Conservation Issues Committee for the Vernal
Chamber of Commerce and plays an important role in managing and preserving a local
nature park deeded to Uintah County by Kiwanis International. He is also a frequent
contributor to local news outlets, penning op-eds about conservation, recreation, and
economic issues in Vernal. Tom is a passionate advocate for the protection of natural
areas and public lands and considers himself a conservationist, environmentalist, and
climate activist. He self-reported as a “standard-issue Christian” and attends an Episcopal
church in Vernal with his wife. His faith, environmentalism, intricate knowledge of
geology, and love of science inform his blended views on fracking. In the Background
137

Questionnaire, Tom reported that he was mostly opposed to fracking, but believes some
benefits come from it. Specifically, he believes that “natural gas is more environmentally
friendly than any other fossil fuel.”
Dale Gray has lived in Vernal for 32 years. He is 66 and originally from Southern
California. Like Tom, Dale has also held a variety of careers. He served as a firefighter
for the Forest Service, work that shifted him from a “dirt-tearing up” motorcycle
enthusiast in his youth to a passionate advocate for nature with a desire to protect it from
harm. As a young boy, Dale became interested in computers and eventually turned his
interest into a career working on them. After he retired, he began a second career in
paleontology. He currently serves as a volunteer paleontologist at the Uintah Field House
of Natural History and serves as the President of the Uinta Basin Chapter of the Utah
Friends of Paleontology. I met Dale during a trip to the Field House when I participated
in a behind-the-scenes tour of the paleontology lab. Dale is also active in local
conservation efforts. He serves as Chairman of the Conservation Issues Committee for
the Vernal Chamber of Commerce. In this capacity, he works to educate locals on issues
such as conserving wildlife and plants, night sky preservation, and energy and water
efficiency. In the Background Questionnaire, Dale reported that he mostly opposes
fracking, but believes some benefits come from it. Specifically, he considers it a
“production of fuels until a better solution” is developed.
Christine Smith has lived in Vernal for 36 years. She is 65 and originally from
Texas. Growing up, her father worked as a truck driver for Superior Oil Company. When
she was six, she remembers Superior implementing cut-backs and laying off truck
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drivers. She recalls the company telling her father, “Well, if you want to work for us,
you’re going to have to move to Cortez, Colorado, because that’s where the oil is.” So,
her family packed up and moved to Cortez. There, she met her husband George, and they
moved to Vernal in 1979. She estimates that she and George have lived through five
busts in the time they have spent in Vernal. Christine is neighbor and friend of Glenny
and Danny Bentley, and I met her when she arrived at Glenny’s home to participate in the
interview. In the Background Questionnaire, she reported that she supported fracking.
George Smith has lived in Vernal for 36 years. He is 68 and originally from
Colorado. He has been working in the oil industry for 38 years, beginning as a roughneck
and eventually working his way up to Drill Site Supervisor. Throughout his extensive
career, he has “been on thousands of frack jobs” as an observer, and on “hundreds of
jobs” as a supervisor. His first-hand experience has afforded him with a vast technical
knowledge of hydraulic fracturing and the safety procedures that accompany it. He firmly
believes that the process of fracking itself causes no harm and considers problems such as
water contamination to be “man-made,” solely the fault workers who “didn’t do their
job.” I also met George when he came to Glenny’s home to participate in the interview.
In the Background Questionnaire, George reported that he supported fracking.
Bill Hall has lived in Vernal for 36 years. He is 54 and originally from Meeker,
Colorado. Bill “has been around the oil field his whole life.” As a young boy, Bill said he
and his friends would “ride our bicycles out in the field and watch Halliburton do fracks.
We’d watch drilling rigs drill wells. If they didn’t run us off location, we’d ask them
questions like sixth and seventh graders. ‘Hey, what does this do? What does that do?
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What are you doing here?’” He knew early on that he wanted to work in the oil industry,
stating that “It’s always been an interest of mine my whole life. I’ve always wanted to
work in the oil field.” When he got older, after receiving training in drilling techniques
and acquiring his CDL license, he embarked on what would become a 35-year career as a
truck driver for the oil and gas industry. He eventually started his own truck driving
company, and, as owner and operator for H & H Trucking, he transported rigging
equipment for all stages of gas and oil development throughout Utah, Colorado, and
Wyoming. After his company was adversely affected by the downturn in the oil and gas
industry, he became a CDL Instructor at the Uintah Basin Technical College in Vernal.
Bill is very vocal about his support for the oil and gas industry, and his industry expertise
led to his selection to participate in a PBS documentary titled, Wilderness: The Great
Divide, directed by Robert Redford. He is a Master in martial arts and teaches at the
Royal West Martial Arts school in Vernal. He is also a practicing Mormon. I met Bill
when I attended a local meeting for citizens concerned about protecting shade trees in
Vernal from a government canal lining proposal. I was introduced to Bill by the
meeting’s organizer, who, after he learned why I was in Vernal, thought Bill would be a
great person for me to talk to due to his experience with gas and oil. In the Background
Questionnaire, Bill reported that he supported fracking.
Chad Hamblin was born and raised in Roosevelt, 28 miles west of Vernal. He is
49 and has lived in Roosevelt most of his life. Chad left home to attend college, and he
also spent two years in Washington state on an LDS mission. He was periodically away
from Roosevelt in other parts of Utah, along with stints in Idaho and Colorado, doing
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field work for various agencies and organizations. But, his times away were always shortterm, and he never changed his permanent residence for any of those jobs. Chad is
currently a high school science teacher in Roosevelt. A fifth generation Utahn, Chad and
his family have deep roots in the Uinta Basin. His “great-great-great uncle Jacob Hamblin
was prominent with the early pioneers” and “was very prominent in Utah history.” His
ancestors and relatives have farmed in this area for many years. Chad identifies as an
environmentalist and considers himself to be an activist. He has attended many protests,
at the state and national level, and has been active in local conservation efforts to protect
wild and public lands. He was born and raised as a Mormon and was once active in the
Mormon church. However, over time, he cultivated a deep reverence for and desire to
protect the environment, and his views have created a conflict of faith for him, resulting
in a slow separation from the church. He considers himself to be a “transitioning
Mormon,” because his concern “about environmental stuff and wildlife and things like
that” have become “a bigger concern than church stuff.” His local environmental
activism led Chad to meet and became friends with Tom Elder. It is through Tom’s
suggestion that I emailed Chad and asked him to participate in an interview. In the
Background Questionnaire, Chad reported that he opposes fracking.
Forrest Cuch was born and raised on the Uintah and Ouray Indian Reservation in
Whiterocks, 26 miles west of Vernal. He is 66 and has lived in this community for most
of his life. Forrest is an enrolled member of the Ute Indian Tribe and has led an
impressive life of public service and activism on Indian affairs. After obtaining a BA in
Behavioral Sciences in 1973, he served as Education Director for the Ute Indian Tribe
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until 1988. He has held numerous tribal positions, such as tribal planner and tribal
administrator. He also served as the Director of Utah Division of Indian Affairs from
1997–2011. In 2007, he co-founded RAIN (Rising American Indian Nations), a nonprofit organization “dedicated to empowering American Indians” (“About RAIN”)
Forrest’s public service work led him to meet and become acquainted with participant
Gayle McKeachnie, who encouraged me to reach out to Forrest through Facebook about
setting up a potential interview. Forrest has devoted his life to “getting a more accurate
history of Utah’s Tribes into schools and to the general public” (“About”). In this
capacity, he has given numerous public talks, edited a collection of essays titled A
History of Utah’s American Indians (2000), and participated in a documentary about each
tribe in Utah titled We Shall Remain (2009). As an American Indian, Forrest has a deep
respect for and “a connection to the earth.” He told me that “We Native people don’t see
ourselves separate from the earth. We’re intricately connected.” In the Background
Questionnaire, Forrest reported that he neither supports nor opposes fracking; however,
during our interview, he admitted: “I’m not necessarily against it at this point because I
don’t know enough about it. But my spirit tells me there’s something wrong.”
Gayle McKeachnie has lived in Vernal for 65 years. He is 73 and was born in
Vernal. Like Chad, Gayle’s family has deep roots in Vernal, having farmed the land for
many generations. Gayle continues in this tradition, growing hay and alfalfa in fields
surrounding his home. Gayle has been practicing law since 1970 and has had an
impressive and distinguished career. His list of state and community service is lengthy,
including four terms in the Utah House of Representatives, a two-year term as the fifth
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Lieutenant Governor of Utah from 2003–2005, advisor to Governor John Huntsman from
2005–2009, and Past President of the Vernal Area Chamber of Commerce. Gayle
maintains his own law practice in Vernal, specializing in the areas of Estate Planning,
Probate, Natural Resources, Government Law, Business, and Water Law. He has
extensive experience “negotiating oil and gas leases from the landowners’ point of view”
and has “done lots of title work to help landowners get their mineral rights and surface
rights clean so that an oil company will take an oil and gas lease from them.”24 Despite
his established career in law, he considers himself first and foremost a farmer, remarking:
“People ask me if I’m a lawyer, and I say, ‘No, that’s what I do. That’s not who I am.’
I’m still trying to figure out who I am, but I’m a farmer.” Gayle is also a practicing
Mormon and very active in the church. In fact, I met Gayle when I attended his church,
and from the moment we were introduced, he did his best to make me feel comfortable
and welcome. He also worked to help me find people to interview, and even agreed to
participate in an interview himself, after he heard that I was having trouble finding people
to talk to. In the Background Questionnaire, he reported that he neither supports nor
opposes fracking.

In Utah, mineral rights are severed from property or surface rights in a situation known as “split estate,” a
relatively common practice throughout the western United States. In this situation, the state considers the
mineral rights, also referred to as the mineral estate, as the “dominate estate.” This means that someone
owning the surface rights to their land could be faced with a situation in which an oil and gas company has
purchased the mineral rights to their land and intends to “use their surface to extract minerals.” This
situation can lead to legal issues between gas and oil companies and surface owners. (This information
comes from the Utah Surface Owners Resource Center at www.utahsurfaceowners.org/.)
24
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Because the place in which these participants live plays as integral a role in this
project as the participants themselves, the next section offers a detailed description of the
Vernal area and the context surrounding fracking in the community.
The Place
In their chapter “Interrogating the ‘Field’” in text + Field: Innovations in
Rhetorical Methods, Samantha Senda-Cook, Michael K. Middleton, and Danielle Endres
consider place itself as more than context or setting, but as participator and co-creator in
inhabitants’ rhetorical activities. For them, “Rhetorical field methods provide an avenue
to register spontaneous, inventive, and unconventional forms of communicative activity
that often elude some of the traditional, text-centric approaches of rhetorical scholarship”
(Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres, footnote 6, 200). This study “offers an opportunity
to grapple with how the ‘field’ brims with complicated and nuanced rhetorical forces,
providing a case study through which to contemplate the ‘field’ not only as rhetorical
itself, but also as a space that encompasses shifting scenes of constraint and possibility
for the rhetorical action it hosts” (Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres 23). As these
authors point out, the “field” is not just “a materially delimited area one enters to do
research (i.e., field research)” or a “location, backdrop, or context in which rhetoric takes
place” (23). Rather, it is “a rhetorical place that contributes to and limits conditions of
possibility for rhetorical practice, performance, and intervention” (23). Entering the field
activates “the rhetoricity of place,” and “the ‘field’ participates in and cocreates the
rhetoric of its inhabitants” (23). Not only is the field an active participant in the creation
of its inhabitants’ rhetorical actions, but as a place of rhetoric, it is also “often in the
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process of becoming insofar as ‘locations, bodies, words, visual symbols, memories, and
dominant meanings all interact to make and remake a place” (Endres and Senda-Cook qtd
in Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres 23). Thus, the “field as place plays a crucial role
in rhetorical dynamics. Rhetorical practices create, activate, and challenge meaning
differently depending on the specific field where they are enacted” (23).
As a rhetorical place, Vernal brims with historical, cultural, and environmental
influences that “participate[] in and cocreate[] the rhetoric of its inhabitants” (SendaCook, Middleton, and Endres 23). The Uinta Basin consists of a complex concatenation
of cultures – from ancient and contemporary American Indians to Mormon pioneers and
the American West to modern-day conservative ideologies and single-industry economies
based on natural resource extraction – that contribute to unique, place-based formations
of identities, values, and beliefs.
The history of the Uinta Basin itself raises important issues of power, race,
ethnicity, and religion and whose story gets privileged and whose story gets erased. The
historical accounts of Uintah County, such as the one written by Doris Karren Burton, are
told through the lens of white people focusing on the area’s settlement by Mormon
pioneers. However, such versions, as my participant Forrest S. Cuch cautions in his
introduction to his edited collection A History of Utah’s American Indians, perpetuate
“myriad myths surrounding Utah history. One of the most obvious but prevailing myth is
the ‘no one’ (or no people of importance) lived in this area prior to Mormon settlement”
(xii). Another myth perpetuated in the official histories of Utah that Mr. Cuch lists is the
belief “that Utah’s American Indians were treated better than ‘other Indians’ outside our
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state boundaries” (xii). These official histories do not consider the histories of Utah’s
American Indian tribes to be “a viable and integral part of the history of the state of
Utah” (xii). Instead, “they have been treated as addenda or commentary rather than
official textbook documentary” (xii). The reason for this, Mr. Cuch explains, is that
“Indian history has been written by the conqueror, with little or no regard for those
conquered” (xii).
In truth, the area of the Uinta Basin has deep-rooted ties to prehistoric cultures,
the oldest being a group of Native Americans that formed the Anasazi culture, speculated
to have appeared in approximately 1000 B.C, and the Fremont culture, thought to have
existed contemporaneously with the Anasazi. Both cultures “ceased to exist in an
identifiable form around the same time – A.D. 1300” (McPherson 9-13). Six American
Indian tribes reside in Utah – the Shoshone and Bannock tribes of northwestern Utah, the
Ute and Goshute tribes on northeastern and central Utah, the Southern Paiute tribe of
southwestern Utah, and the Navajo tribe, whose headquarters are in Arizona but their
reservation extends into the northwestern corner of Utah and into New Mexico (“Native
American Tribes of Utah”). With such a multitude of cultures and histories, Utah consists
of multiple world views and orientations to the land. No one culture or history should be
privileged over another. I have worked in this project to offer accounts and perspectives
of multiple realities so as to honor the cultures and histories of each of my participants.
In terms of location, Vernal is nestled at the base of the Uinta Mountains in the
state’s northeastern corner, near the borders of Colorado and Wyoming. Vernal is
surrounded by state and national parks, monuments, and historic landmarks. A short drive
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up 191 North takes you to Steinaker and Red Fleet State Parks, then into Ashley National
Forest where you can visit Flaming Gorge Dam and Reservoir and the Green River
Basin. Drive about 18 miles west and you’ll find Dinosaur National Monument, home of
the largest deposit of Jurassic era fossils found to date. Vernal is also home to the Utah
Field House of Natural History Museum that showcases the geological and prehistoric
grandeur of the area. In addition to scenic wonders on the surface, Vernal also has a lot
going on underground.
Nearly 11,200 people call Vernal their home, and its economy is based primarily
on the extraction of natural resources. In 2013, CNN Money listed Vernal as one of
America’s “fastest growing boomtowns.” Utah ranks 11th in the nation’s list of oilproducing states, and most of this oil “comes from the northwest corner near Vernal”
(Christie). Oil is such big business in Vernal that oil giants Haliburton and Schlumberger
have established branch offices in the area (Christie). In addition to oil, Vernal “also has
one of the largest deposits of natural gas in the country,” which has made this area prime
real estate for shale gas developers since the mid-2000s (Christie). The town has a long
history of boom-and-bust relationships with oil and gas companies. After experiencing a
bust in early 2000, the town saw their economy rapidly revitalized when fracking came to
Vernal in the mid-2000s and the town thrived until early 2016. Evidence of the most
recent boom can be seen all over town. The Uintah Community Center, the Utah State
University Bingham Entrepreneurship and Energy Research Center, and the Uintah
Convention Center – all paid for with mineral lease monies from gas and oil industries –
serve as testaments to what can happen when the town is booming.
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In Vernal, oil and gas drilling is as much a source of income as it is a way of life.
The majority of Vernal is pro-drilling and has a deep respect for the gas and oil industry.
During the most recent boom in 2013, however, Vernal started encountering some bad
news about fracking. Donna Young, a local mother of six and midwife for 20 years,
discovered that the number of infant deaths had skyrocketed to six times the normal rate
for a town of Vernal’s size (then just shy of 11,000), going from only two deaths in 2010
to 13 in 2013 (Solataroff). Young and several other local residents along with a several
health officials from the organizations Utah Physicians for a Healthy Environment and
the Healthy Environment Alliance of Utah (HEAL Utah), attributed the cause to
increased pollution from the town’s thriving shale gas industry exacerbated by winter
inversions.25 In 2014, TriCounty Health announced that the Utah Department of Health
would conduct a study in response to Young’s concerns over the infant mortality rate.
However, the Health Department did not explore potential environmental factors, and
instead focused on investigating the increase in infant deaths. As a result, the Health

25

Wintertime inversions happen regularly in Utah, occurring primarily in December through February
when “normal atmospheric conditions (cool air above, warm air below) become inverted. Inversions trap a
dense layer of cold air under a layer of warm air. The warm layer acts much like a lid, trapping pollutants in
the cold air near the valley floor” (“Winter Inversions”). Instances of “prolonged inversions can lead to the
high levels of fine particulate pollution, or PM2.5. These high pollutant levels raise significant health and
air quality concerns, particularly on days when the pollutant concentrations exceed the national health
standards” (“Winter Inversions”). In the Uinta Basin, the main sources of PM2.5 are the gas and oil
industry and automobile emissions. PM2.5 “poses serious health concerns because it can pass through the
nose and throat, lodge deeply in the lungs, and pass across the lungs into the cardiovascular system.
Particles can aggravate lung diseases such as asthma and bronchitis, and increase respiratory symptoms
such as coughing, wheezing, or shortness of breath. PM2.5 can aggravate heart conditions, including
congestive heart failure and coronary artery disease” (“Winter Inversions”).
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Department confirmed the rise in infant mortality in its 2015 statistical report, but found
no connection between the infant mortality rate and fracking (Utah Department of
Health).
In addition to the controversy over infant mortality, the town is also experiencing
another bust. In early 2016, declining gas prices caused gas and oil companies to cut back
on production and personnel, and the gravy train of gas and oil money began to run dry.
Unemployment rates skyrocketed, and the town lost over a billion dollars in tax revenues
in 2016, a loss that gets passed on to the local business owners and residents as the city
scrambles to compensate for the devastating loss by raising property taxes. It was amidst
all these events that I set foot in Vernal in July of 2016.
While there, I participated in numerous Mormon church services, which span
three hours and are divided into three, hour-long meetings in the following order:
Sacrament; Sunday School or other classes and discussions organized by age groups; and,
Relief Society for women and Priesthood for men and young men. Young women ages
12-18 and children under 12 attend classes separate from Relief Society that are tailored
to their ages (“What to Expect at Church Services”). During these services, I interacted
with church members by asking questions about Mormonism and the Gospel and about
their personal experiences as Mormons and as inhabitants of Vernal. I also shared
personal stories of my own when asked. From these interactions, I gained access to
several interviewees, Wendi Long and Gayle McKeachnie, who went out of his way to
give me names of potential contacts. I also participated in a weekly Relief Society
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activity held at the church about canning and preserving food, which is how I met Glenny
Bentley, who was teaching the activity.
After becoming acquainted with Wendi at church, she invited me to come as her
guest to several weekly Chamber Luncheons, held every Tuesday at a local restaurant
called The Woodfire Grill, where members of the Vernal Chamber of Commerce meet to
hear about updates and goings-on from local business owners and government officials
and employees for Uintah County. The topics of the meetings I attended focused on
current efforts to revise the City’s General Plan, which was centered around the theme
“Developing All Our Resources.” At the time, the Planning and Zoning Commission was
in the data gathering phase of the plan, and they were seeking public comments from
local business owners and residents on 28 areas, such as minerals, gas and oil, air quality,
wild rivers, and wilderness lands, that will help advise them on policy decisions in those
areas. At these meetings, Wendi introduced me to attendees as a PhD student from
Knoxville, Tennessee, doing research for my dissertation, which is about fracking and the
oil and gas industry. Each time, her introduction of me was met with resounding applause
and cheers from the audience, many of whom thanked me for coming to Vernal to do my
research. These meetings offered vital insight into the inner-workings of Vernal’s
business community and government.
I attended the town’s annual parade for Pioneer Day, an official state holiday in
Utah celebrated every July 24 to commemorate the arrival of Brigham Young and the
first group of Mormon pioneers in the Salt Lake Valley on July 24, 1847. I also attended
the weekly Ashley Valley Farmer’s Market, held in the Uintah County Library Commons
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from 9:00-1:00pm every Saturday in July through September. I visited the Uintah County
Heritage Museum, which “features displays of the pioneers, Native American Indians,
miners, soldiers, lawmen and outlaws who helped shape the history of the Uinta Basin”
(“Home”). At the time of my visit, the museum was featuring an exhibit on Wyoming’s
Outlaw Trail, which consisted of a pictorial display “exploring the history, folklore, and
geography behind some of Wyoming’s outlaw trails and hideouts” (Exhibit Poster). I also
attended a local forum dedicated to saving Vernal’s old growth trees from a proposed
canal lining project by the City. At all of these events, I struck up conversations with
locals and gained more insight into what life was like living in Vernal.
I also became a regular at a local bar called the Dinosaur Brewhaus, where I
established personal relationships with several bartenders, wait staff, and patrons. From
our interactions over the 30 days I spent in Vernal, I learned a great deal about the innerworkings of the Vernal community, the struggles and hardships inhabitants faced, beliefs
and values community members held toward the gas and oil industry and toward
environmentalists, and personal stories and experiences of living in Vernal.
I made numerous trips to the State and National Parks in and around Vernal. I
went to Dinosaur National Monument and stared in awe at the 80-foot long Wall of
Bones in the Quarry Exhibit Hall that featured hundreds of dinosaur fossils and species
that lived during the Late Jurassic Period. I drove deep into the heart of a Bureau of Land
Management energy zone, where mile upon mile of desert landscape was pocked with
gas and oil wells, to a BLM-managed area called Fantasy Canyon, where 38-50 million
years old formations of sandstone have been weathered into a terrain that looks like the
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surface of an alien planet smack dab in the center. All the way, smelling the rotten-egg
stench from evaporation ponds full of drilling waste water and watching wild horses and
range cattle roam freely around these toxic pits. I participated in Tom Elder’s driving tour
through Flaming Gorge and the Sheep Creek Geological Loop and attended a night sky
viewing program he co-hosted at the Bootleg Amphitheater in Flaming Gorge National
Recreation Area. I hiked many trails in and around the area, such as the Jones Hole Creek
Trail in Dinosaur National Monument; the Dinosaur Trackway Trail in Red Fleet State
Park; and the Dry Fork Flume Trail in Flaming Gorge National Recreation Area, fifteen
miles northeast of Vernal. During each of these excursions in nature, I interacted with and
experienced the beautiful, expansive, breathtaking landscapes and geological features that
encompass this area and that local inhabitants see and experience daily.
During my return trip to Vernal, I continued to participate in Mormon church
services and to attend weekly Chamber Luncheons with Wendi. Luncheon topics
included understanding and dealing with terrorism and updates on local businesses.
Again, attending these luncheons afforded me with invaluable insight into the Vernal
community and people’s values and beliefs toward politics, the economy, and the gas and
oil industry. Through these luncheons, I also met a woman who worked at the U.S. Oil
Sands Inc. in Vernal. We later met at her office to talk, and while she did not participate
in formal interview, she did talk with me at length about the company she works for, their
recent tar sands development project and the support and opposition it has met, as well as
her experiences with fracking and with living in Vernal. After speaking with her and
learning that protestors had set up camp outside the company’s tar sands development
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site, I decided to drive out to the site to see it for myself. The site was located at the end
of what’s called Seep Ridge Road – named for the deposits of oil that can be seen seeping
from the shale rock formations along the road. As I neared the site, air smelling
pungently of chemicals wafted through the open car window. When I got closer, I saw a
lone tent pitched in front of the gate. Tacked to the canvas were two handwritten signs:
one read “Penny Stock Scam” and the other, “Tar Sands Fool’s Gold.”
In between my field trips to gas and oil sites, I went back to the Uintah County
Heritage Museum, this time to see an exhibit featuring the works of local quilt makers
and to see the permanent exhibits featuring Ute Indian history, clothing, pottery, and art. I
went to the Utah Field House of Natural History and saw pre-historic dinosaur bones and
met and spoke with employees about fracking and the impacts of oil and gas development
on their work as paleontologists in the area. Again, I hiked the lands around Vernal, and I
participated in numerous activities led by Tom Elder as part of his volunteer work with
Dinosaur National Monument and Flaming Gorge. I attended a driving tour through
Dinosaur National Monument and participated in a talk he gave about conservation at the
Green River Campground in the heart of the Monument. I attended another driving tour
he led through Flaming Gorge and the Sheep Creek Geological Loop; a talk he gave at a
spot that memorialized the three firefighters who lost their lives in the Cart Creek Fire of
1977 near Flaming Gorge Dam in Ashley National Forest; and a stargazing event he
hosted at the Bootleg Amphitheater, where he played his guitar and talked about
constellations.
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During this trip, I was also able to interact with my participants in more personal
settings, as they invited me on 4-wheeling trips through the desert and into their homes to
have dinner with them and to meet their families. We talked about fracking, about
families, about politics, and about food. I considered these engagements not as researchfocused opportunities and but as opportunities to continue building personal relationships
with my participants. Each personal experience I had with my participants infused my
understanding of my participants and the place in which they live with more meaning and
significance and impacted the ways in which I ultimately came to understand their
perceptions of fracking and fracking arguments. In the chapters that follow, I work to
highlight what I see as four major emplaced rhetorical practices that are rooted in
participants’ fracking discourses and reveal what I see as a recursive relationship between
people, the place in which they live, and the rhetorical practices that they employ. I also
work to put into practice the belief that rhetoricians should offer more embodied and
emplaced engagements with their research processes and with their participatory roles in
them. I do this by juxtaposing selections from my own field notes alongside my analysis
of participants’ fracking discourse to bring into relief the ways in which my participants’
perceptions, experiences, and emplaced rhetorics changed the way I thought about and
engaged with people in Vernal, with Vernal itself, and with the ways I approached and
enacted my research process.
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Chapter IV: Place and Appeals to Identity
Whether they’ve made the land or the land’s made them, it’s hard to say, if you
take my meaning.
– Samwise Gamgee in J. R. R. Tolkein’s Fellowship of the Ring
As I have outlined in previous chapters, this study’s purpose was to better
understand how the people living in the Vernal area experience and understand hydraulic
fracturing from their own perspectives through a multiple methodologies approach to
investigating residents’ rhetorical practices. Most studies of hydraulic fracturing
discourses in the field of environmental rhetoric lack an in-depth investigation into the
dynamic interplay between place and the rhetorical practices used in discourses of
fracking by inhabitants. In many cases, explorations into fracking discourses treat place
“simply as a location, backdrop, or context in which rhetoric takes place,” and do not
attend to the “crucial role” that place plays in the rhetorical dynamics of its inhabitants
(Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres 23). In those studies that do examine the role of
place in fracking discourses (Brasier et al.; Cope; Guignard; Kroepsch; Mando), the
researchers themselves do not “directly reflect upon and take stock of their relationship to
participants or rhetors” (Middleton, Hess, Endres, and Senda-Cook 23) or to the place in
which they conduct research. With this study, I have worked to address these gaps in the
literature by interviewing fifteen residents from the Vernal area; consulting them directly
about their own experiences with and opinions of fracking and fracking arguments;
engaging in participant-observation to record and involve myself in rhetorical activity;
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and including my own reflexive considerations of the “embodied and emplaced
experiences of being in the field” (Middleton et. al 23).
This chapter first presents summaries of the two major findings from the
interview data: that people shape the place in which they live and the place also shapes
the them, and that narratives of place function both as rhetorical strategies and as frames
that affect the ways participants respond. Because participants’ responses challenge and
complicate the black-and-white frames of discussion so often used by dominant
discourses to characterize people living in fracked towns, I bring myself into the narrative
to serve as an example of what can happen when opinions and views of a fracked
community are shaped by these dominant discourses. I also use my experience to stress
the importance of considering local emplaced and embodied discourses of fracking to
better understand the rhetorical phenomena of fracking from their perspectives. I proceed
to elaborate on this study’s first finding, that people shape the place in which they live
and the place also shapes them. I structure this discussion according to four major
emplaced rhetorical practices that emerged from participants’ fracking discourses:
appeals to identity; appeals to physical elements of place; appeals to knowledge
of/experience with a place; and appeals to narratives of place. After a brief explanation of
these practices and my analytical approach to them, I discuss the first emplaced practice,
appeals to identity. I attend to each additional emplaced rhetorical practice individually in
the three chapters that follow.
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The Findings
One of the major findings from this study is that participants’ experiences and
understanding of hydraulic fracturing are shaped by place, both geographical location and
the sense of place that arises from living in that location. In using the term “sense of
place,” I am referring to the “attachment of meaning” that people associate with a place
(Cresswell 114). This “attachment of meaning” results from myriad factors that influence
people’s experiences in a place and how they relate to their surroundings. These factors
include the cultural, historical, psychological, spatial, and temporal elements unique to a
particular place (Cresswell 2013; Steele 1981; Tuan 1977). Moreover, a reciprocal
relationship exists between participants and place: the place shapes participants’
experiences and understandings of fracking while participants also shape the place in
which they live. Ultimately, this recursive relationship comes to bear significantly on
participants’ rhetorical practices regarding fracking, such as how they accept and reject
arguments made about fracking, how they formulate their own arguments about fracking,
and how they conceive of appropriate actions to be made in response to fracking.
While all participants reside in and around the Vernal area, their responses to
interview questions about fracking reveal multiple interpretive experiences and potential
meanings of the Vernal area, illuminating a sense of place that is experiential and
embodied. Participants’ perceptions of place are many, yet they did point to an
acknowledged, dominant sense of place that destabilizes all others, and this dominant
vision of Vernal “enables the rhetorical actions of some identities and communities,
while problematizing other bodies and practices” (Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres
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24). Additionally, no singular phenomenon of hydraulic fracturing exists among
participants; rather, each participant’s experiences and understanding are multifaceted
and highly nuanced, resulting in kaleidoscopic views of this phenomenon. Ultimately, the
cyclical relationship between people and place demonstrated in the ways participants talk
about or enact their identities, values, beliefs, and experiences “exposes the cracks and
fissures in dominant discourses” (Middleton, Senda-Cook, and Endres 390) that tend to
smooth over and efface local discourses and rhetorical experiences.
The second major finding of this study is that place-based narratives are an
integral part of participants’ rhetorical practices regarding fracking. Narratives of place
perform an important rhetorical function for participants in that they are used as a
communicative strategy by which participants maneuver to achieve particular rhetorical
aims. The stories they tell work to educate, to connect or establish identity, to prove or
stand as evidence for an argument, or to frame a particular situation. Narratives also serve
as a frame through which their experiences with and understanding of fracking are
shaped. These narrative frames affect how they accept and reject arguments made about
fracking and how they envision progress being made on the issue. Participants’ narratives
also provide evidence that their beliefs about fracking are not fixed and static; rather, the
stories that they tell emphasize the dynamic, fluid, and, at times, contradictory, beliefs
they hold and accentuate the experiential, embodied, and emplaced nature of local placebased discourses.
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The Place
Jackie’s Fieldnotes, 15 July 2016
Aqua Girl (yes, I’ve named the rental car Aqua Girl) and I arrive in Vernal after
a four-hour drive from SLC. The drive was so beautiful, and I didn’t even really mind
when a big tractor trailer overturned in the middle of the road on the way and delayed
traffic for about half an hour. I saw a lot of well pads on my way in, and I stopped at one
to get out and see it up close. It had three bobbers moving ever so slowly and three
condensate tanks. I took pictures and video. On my way in, I notice that the way the
drilling equipment is designed makes the structures blend right in with the scenery.
They’re painted in tans and browns and become part of the back drop, as though they are
natural and have always been there. Several times, I have to look twice because the
equipment is so covertly designed.
As I come out of the Ashley Natural Forest, I get into some of the major drilling
towns of the Basin. Duschene (pronounced “do-shane”), Roosevelt, then Vernal. Driving
along this stretch, I start seeing well pads in people’s farms, and I see what I think are a
few evaporation pits26. I also start seeing gas and oil businesses along the road. Western
Alliance and the Moon Lake Energy Company. There are so many businesses: supply
businesses, refinery services, drilling equipment. And so many of these companies have
the American flag staked and waving from their storefronts, linking their services with
what they see as the American ideals of freedom, liberty, economy. It’s very savvy
business dealing.
I get to Vernal and it’s a small town. Bigger than the town I grew up in, but still
small. Before I get to the hotel, I pass an auto repair shop, several hotels that look kinda
haggard, a shopping plaza with most of the storefronts empty, the movie theater (whoa, is
it small!), a Walmart, and at least five Churches of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. I
don’t know why, but I’m surprised by how small the town is. I guess I was expecting it to
be bigger because all I had to go off of was what I read about it on the internet. I had no
sense of scale. All of the controversy over dead babies and gas and oil drilling I’d read
about made it seem larger than life inside my head. I was also expecting to see signs of
that controversy – literally, signs lamenting dead babies or signs advocating fracking.
Something, anything, acknowledging what I thought to be a pretty significant issue. But, I
don’t. Not gonna lie. I’m kinda disappointed.
I pull into the hotel parking lot at about 5:30. I check in and the girl at the desk
seems young, in her early twenties, and is reading Harry Potter and the Chamber of
Secrets. I ask if it’s her first time through the series. She says it’s her second and we chat
a little about the books. She says, “Okay, you’re in room 400, top floor and out of the
way, like you requested. A feather-free room?” she asked. “Yes,” I say, “if possible.”
She says, “Oh, we already made that happen.” Makes me wonder how much they talked
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I learned later that they were irrigation ditches and not evaporation pits.
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about me before I even got here. “This chick wants a feather-free room. Who the heck
does she think she is?” Making judgements about me before I even got here. Then again,
I did the same thing with this whole town.
I take all my stuff up to the room and call Matt to tell him I arrived alive and let
him know all about my trip. Then, Aqua Girl and I head downtown, and I walk around for
a little bit. As I’m walking down the sidewalk on Main Street, a guy in a big, lifted diesel
truck lays on his horn and whistles at me. Not two minutes later, some women in a beatup sedan scream “Bitch!” at me from their open window. What the heck? I get selfconscious and slink to a back sidewalk, keeping my head down as I make a bee-line back
to the car.
I go to Walmart, then to Smith’s, the local grocery store, to get gas and groceries.
I talked with a few locals. The cashier at Walmart and I chatted and when she asked me
for my ID for the beer I was buying, she said I looked young and I thanked her. The
cashier at Smith’s was very chatty, too, and the woman in line behind me had also been
in the check-out line at the Walmart with me. We made jokes about shopping for
bargains. All the while, I’m thinking to myself, could I ask her to participate in an
interview? I don’t. I figure, let me ease myself into town instead of coming in on the first
day with my research guns blazing. I’ve got time. On my way back to the hotel, an elderly
man decked out in full patriot regalia riding an ATV, complete with an American flag
fluttering in the breeze on a pole attached to the bumper goes careening past me. I drive
slow by him to take a picture. This place is remarkable.
I’m going to begin with a hypothetical situation. This situation involves an
average, everyday person – let’s call her Jane. Jane has never before set foot in Vernal,
Utah. In fact, she didn’t even know the town existed until an article about the town came
across her Facebook feed and piqued her interest. She read the article and became
curious. “What is this place?” she asked herself. “What is its deal?” She decided she
wanted to learn about the town, so she did what any normal person in this day and age
would do: she turned to the internet. There, Jane found articles, stories, blogs, and other
bits and bobs of information about Vernal. She read everything she came across. Or, at
least, she tried. Then, Jane decided to take a trip to visit the town, to see what there was
to see. Before she got there, she thought she had a pretty good handle on what to expect,
on what the people would be like, what was important to them, and how they would act.
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But, when she got there, she quickly realized that her preconceptions of the place were
actually misconceptions. She had everything all wrong. Why? Why did Jane have such a
misguided view of the place? She had read everything she could about it on the internet.
The internet! Could it have contributed to her misguided view? We can pretty much bet
the farm that it did.
See, Jane’s view of the community had been significantly influenced by the ways
in which the town and the people in it had been framed by dominant discourses, such as
the media, the gas and oil industry, and environmental groups. These discourses control
the narratives that frame the way people (i.e., the public) come to understand what is
happening in communities where fracking is ongoing. These discourses tend to amplify
generalities and conflict and smooth over nuances of place. They shape the place, but the
“placeness” of the place goes unconsidered. As a result, the public receives inaccurate,
incomplete information and forms views and opinions about a place that are misguided
and ill-informed. I can attest to this situation because it happened to me.
When I arrived in Vernal, Utah, on July 15, 2016, everything I knew about the
town had come from what I had read about it on the internet. From articles lamenting a
dramatic increase in infant deaths, possibly caused by pollution from hydraulic
fracturing, and lambasting local government for not doing anything about it to op-ed wars
over air quality and informational pieces praising the gas and oil deposits in the area
surrounding the town as “a multilayered ‘cake of opportunity’ waiting to be sliced into
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with horizontal drilling.” (Saxberg qtd in O’Donoghue).27 I even somehow stumbled
onto a Facebook group called “Vernal Utah Confessions,”28 created by someone who
calls themselves “Dr. Quack” to serve as a space for locals to confide anonymously into
the void about their perceived sins, grievances, and woes of living in Vernal. “We all
have secrets,” Dr. Quack writes in the “About” section description. “Maybe just need
some one [sic] to vent to.” I scrolled through nearly three years of posts, hoping that
someone had needed to vent about fracking or the infant mortality controversy. Instead, I
found post after post of people mourning an unrequited love, blasting a spouse for
betrayals or affairs, confessing to odd sexual fantasies or predilections and seeking
companionship, or complaints about being sick of it all because everyone knows
everything about everybody in this town. All this to say, the perception of Vernal that I
had when I got there had been framed solely by second-hand (and third- and fourth-hand)
sources and resulted in a biased (mis)understanding of the place that was rife with holes.
My introduction to Vernal was through Paul Solotaroff’s June 25, 2015, article in
The Rolling Stone titled “What’s Killing the Babies of Vernal, Utah?” with the tagline:
“A fracking boomtown, a spike in stillborn deaths and a gusher of unanswered

This paraphrase of Scott Saxberg’s, President and Chief Executive Officer of Crescent Point Energy,
characterization of the Uinta Basin was written by Amy Joi O’Donoghue in her May 25, 2016 article in the
Deseret News titled “Energy Summit Details Massive Project Planned for Uinta Basin,” which outlined
Saxberg’s plans for “a potential 4,000-well oil and gas project in the basin.”
28
When I first encountered the group’s Facebook page in May of 2016, it contained posts dating back to its
initial date of establishment in 2013. For reasons unknown, the group’s page was deactivated in July of
2016, and a new page was created on August 2, 2016. All of the posts that existed prior to the start date of
the group’s new page had been deleted.
27
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questions.” From Solotaroff, I learned that Vernal was “a boom-and-bust town of 10,000
people in the heart of the fracked-gas gold rush of the Uintah Basin.” Solotaroff
described the town as having “the feel of a slapdash suburb dropped randomly from outer
space. Half of it is new and garishly built, the paint barely dry after a decade-long run of
fresh-drilled wells and full employment” (Solotaroff). And then, there were the dead
babies. I learned about how, during the most recent boom in 2013, Donna Young, a local
mother of six and midwife for 20 years, discovered that the number of infant deaths had
skyrocketed to six times the normal rate for a town of Vernal’s size (then just shy of
11,000), going from only two deaths in 2010 to 13 in 2013 (Solataroff). After mapping
the deaths, Young noticed a cluster “near the intersection of 500 West and 500 South, a
four-way stop sign that bottlenecks traffic and forces big-rig drivers to brake-start-brake,
which drapes the block in shrouds of hydrocarbons.” Considering the possible cause to be
increased air pollution from the town’s thriving shale gas industry exacerbated by winter
inversions, Young took her concerns to the local health department, TriCounty Health,
where the people she told echoed her concerns about air quality. However, though the
town deemed the deaths “not statistically insignificant,” TriCounty Health, together with
the Utah Health Department, devised a study to investigate the deaths, but would not
consider environmental factors. The study’s concern was “strictly about the statistical
significance of the infant deaths.”
After the cause of the deaths was theorized (but not proven) to be from air
pollution, Solotaroff described a town-hall forum he attended in Vernal aimed to educate
locals about air pollution. The forum was led by Dr. Brian Moench, an anesthesiologist in
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Salt Lake City who co-founded Utah Physicians for a Healthy Environment. Of the
town’s over 11,000 residents, only 40 showed up. The one County Commissioner who
attended, wrote Solotaroff, was highly critical and dismissive of Moench’s claims that
poor air quality had contributed to the increased infant mortality rate. Solotaroff’s article
ended with the town doing nothing to address the issue of air quality and Young having
discovered yet another infant death, but despairing about who to turn to with the news: “I
know I have to call somebody, but who?” Young says. “Who is there to trust in this
town?”
I remember feeling shocked and appalled after reading Solotaroff’s description of
how the town responded to Young’s discovery: branding her a traitor, discrediting her as
a midwife and blaming her for the increase in deaths herself, sending her death threats
and trying to poison her horses. With my vision of Vernal colored by Solotaroff’s sided,
impassioned, and heart-wrenching piece, I became compelled to take steps to try to
answer his central question: “in a state whose legislature is so rabid for oil and gas money
that it set aside millions to sue the federal government for the right to drill near Moab and
Desolation Canyon, some of the state’s most sacrosanct places: How many dead infants
does it take before you’ll accept that there’s a problem?” In truth, it is no surprise that I
reacted the way I did after reading the article. One of Solotaroff’s rhetorical purposes had
been to incite anger and indignation at the town by shining a light on corruption at local
and national levels and revealing a disproportionate concern for life and oil and gas
drilling to emphasize that the town’s allegiances were, shockingly, for the former, not the
latter.
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Meanwhile, Solotaroff’s own allegiances to environmentalism and to the antifracking movement were also made abundantly clear in the way he cast Young both as a
hero, on a quest to find and eradicate the cause of Vernal’s infant death spike, and as a
victim, persecuted by the very town she is trying to help save, and in the disdainful tone
he took throughout most of the article towards national and local government responses
to energy production. For example, Solotaroff skewered Former President George W.
Bush’s move for “‘environmentally sound production of energy for the future,’” saying
that once Bush appointed Dick Cheney, “the former CEO of Halliburton, to lead the
effort […] any hope for a rational, climate-sparing program went up in a flare of
hydrocarbons.” Solotaroff was equally vicious with Vernal’s elected officials and what he
saw as too cozy a relationship with the gas and oil industry. He described Uintah County
Commissioner Bill Stringer as a “grunt[ing], “impatient” man who, in his tenure as
District Manager of the BLM’s Vernal Field Office, “worked to quash a government
study of the impact of drilling on Vernal’s air” and “fought, instead, for an industrybacked assay, which found ‘no unacceptable effects on human health.’ That was in 2009;
months later, the Basin posted horrifically high readings of ozone and CO.” Moreover,
the people of Vernal in Solotaroff’s article are painted with a broad brush, and with the
exception of Donna Young, appear to prioritize gas and oil development above all else,
even at the expense of the lives of others.
Solotaroff’s article was only one of many that worked to shape my initial
perceptions of Vernal. In his July 27, 2012, article titled “Drillers in Utah Have a Friend
in a U.S. Land Agency,” Eric Lipton also metes out harsh criticism for Bill Stringer, who
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was then serving as the District Manager for BLM’s Green River District in the Vernal
Field Office. Lipton describes Vernal as “a town that sits amid vast underground reserves
of oil and gas as well as scenic treasures,” “where almost everyone has ties to the oil and
gas industries or knows someone who does” and “[r]esentment against the federal
government is hardly new” (Lipton). Lipton describes a government agency directed by
Stringer that would go out of its way to “make way for drilling. ‘Oil and gas trumps all
else,’ said Dennis J. Willis, a retired agency employee,” who used to work with Stringer
in the Vernal Field Office. However, Lipton revealed that not all of those employed in the
Vernal Field Office or in the community itself “view[ed] drilling as an economic boon”
that is the town’s “birthright,” as one resident exclaimed in a 2009 town meeting about
oil and gas regulations, and if “you try to take that birthright away from us,” he
continued, “we’re going to have problems.” Lipton ended his article accentuating a divide
that was driving a wedge between some members of the community:
In Vernal, decisions by Mr. Stringer’s office and officials in Washington
are debated daily. Emily HAsen, 26, a teacher and mother of a 3-year-old,
says that she and her father disagree about the harm the oil and gas boom
poses. “I am for drilling,” Ms. HAsen said, adding that her husband’s
family owns an oil rig firm. “But people do get so excited about the
money; they overlook the environment. We all breathe the air here. They
need to remember that. (Lipton)
There are people in the community who still support drilling but also have concerns about
its effects on human health and the environment, though they certainly are a minority.
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Indeed, gas and oil development is a prominent fixture in the Vernal area. Poring
over U.S. Census data, I learned that nearly 11,200 people call Vernal their home, and its
economy is based primarily on the extraction of natural resources. In a 2013 article in
CNN Money, Les Christie presents a list of America’s “fastest growing boomtowns” and
Vernal made the cut. Christie’s write-up of the town depicted it as a thriving economy
flush with “well-paying oilfield jobs” and home to newly established branch offices of oil
giants Haliburton and Schlumberger (Christie). The blurb boasted that Utah ranked 11th
in the nation’s list of oil-producing states, and most of this oil “comes from the northeast
corner near Vernal” (Christie). Moreover, Christie offered reassurance that “the city isn’t
solely reliant on oil drilling to keep its economy afloat. It also has one of the largest
deposits of natural gas in the country. […] There’s also mining for an asphalt-like
mineral called Gilsonite that is used in dozens of products. It’s in high demand as an
ingredient in oil drilling mud, which keep drill bits clean and cool” (Christie). With all its
natural resources, it is no wonder that the town has long been of interest to the gas and oil
industry.
David Gessner writes about Vernal’s long-standing and fraught relationship with
the gas and oil industry in his March 19, 2013, article titled “How Big Oil Seduced and
Dumped This Utah Town.” Gessner’s sketch of the relationship between Vernal and the
industry casts it in terms of a long-standing affair, an unbreakable cycle of the town being
wooed, used, and dumped by Big Oil since their relationship began nearly 100 years ago.
The industry is smitten with
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The vast, dry lands south of Vernal [that] hold about half of the state’s
active rigs and present a veritable smorgasbord of opportunities for energy
extraction: shale aplenty, fracking for both oil and natural gas, and even
the state’s very own poised-to-open tar sands. Uintah County has been
Utah’s main oil producer for more than 70 years. As far back as
1918, National Geographic extolled the area’s potential: ‘Campers and
hunters in building fires against pieces of the rock had been surprised to
find that they ignited, that they contain oil. In other words, what is
happening here is no nouveau drilling dalliance, no young sweetheart in
first flush, freshly wooed, like the Bakken Field in North Dakota, but an
on-again, off-again affair that has been going on for decades. (Gessner)
Like Solotaroff and Lipton, Gessner’s depictions of the people in Vernal, for the most
part, showcase a community deeply supportive of and indebted to gas and oil
development and dismissive of environmental concerns that threaten this way of life.
This community mindset is evident when he describes an encounter “At the chamber of
commerce, when [he] mentioned concerns about the environmental consequences of the
boom, a young woman named Misty smiled at [him] from behind the counter and said:
‘It’s an oil field town and everyone makes money from the oil field. Treehuggers should
go somewhere else.’” This pro-oil and gas mentality is also evident when Gessner speaks
of local business owner George Burnett.
Burnett ran a custom seat cover shop called “Covers and Camo” on Main Street in
Vernal. In 2008, he began taking his love for shale gas drilling to the streets – literally.
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For at least five hours a week, Burnett would strut up and down the corner in front of his
store waving and twirling a large rectangular sign that said: “Honk if you ♥ Drilling.” His
antics were an immediate hit with locals, many of whom would honk their car horns in
approval as they drove by. “Only a few gave him what he called ‘the single-finger
salute,’” Gessner wrote. Burnett also showed Gessner “his pride and joy”:
an old black-and-white photo he’d had blown up and made into a poster. It
showed three women in hard hats and one-piece bathing suits riding on a
truck bed that featured an undeniably phallic 10-foot-tall wooden oil
derrick with black papier-maché oil gushing out of its top. The photo was
of the 1953 Oil Progress Parade down Main Street, an event that George
had exactly recreated the previous summer, right down to the derrick, the
one-pieces, and the vintage truck. At the top of the list of funders was
Halliburton. (Gessner)
Gessner’s caricature of Burnett emphasizes the powerful pro-gas and oil sentiment that
flows like an undercurrent through the town, determining the course of its identity and
values.
The local response to Burnett’s antics was so positive that Burnett turned his
performance into a lucrative business venture, adorning items like T-shirts, bumper
stickers, mugs, and aprons with the slogan “I ♥ Drilling” and offering them for sale in his
shop (Liesik). He also opened up Smooth Drilling Juice and Smoothie Bar and, according
to one of my interviewees, would charge patrons an extra dollar for their drinks if they
were liberals.
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But, as Gessner discloses, Vernal’s ongoing, on-again, off-again relationship with
Big Oil has a down side. After experiencing a bust in early 2000, the town saw their
economy rapidly revitalized when fracking came to Vernal in the mid-2000s and the
town thrived until early 2016. Evidence of the most recent boom can be seen all over
town. The Uintah Community Center, the Utah State University Bingham
Entrepreneurship and Energy Research Center, and the Uintah Convention Center – all
paid for with mineral lease monies from gas and oil industries – serve as testaments to
what can happen when the town is booming. In early 2016, declining gas prices caused
gas and oil companies to cut back on production and personnel, and the gravy train of gas
and oil money began to run dry. Unemployment rates skyrocketed, and the town lost over
a billion dollars in tax revenues in 2016, a loss that gets passed on to the local business
owners and residents as the city scrambles to compensate for the devastating loss by
raising property taxes.
In addition to painting a vivid picture of the town’s economic struggles and in the
same vein as Solotaroff and Lipton, Gessner creates an image of a town divided: oil and
gas enthusiasts versus environmentalist “treehuggers” (Gessner). People concerned with
the environmental effects of gas and oil drilling like Herm Hoops, who owns a rafting
business east of Vernal, and voice those concerns openly find themselves faced at best
with disdain and name-calling from the community and at worst with fury and “even
death threats” (Gessner). It becomes clear that in Vernal, where gas and oil development
is considered a “birthright” that residents will cause “problems” to protect (Lipton), the
place itself espouses particular views about what experiences and traditions (gas and oil
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drilling) can take place there. The gas and oil identity has so much clout that it results in
the “problematizing and constraining” of other identities, such as environmentalist or
indigenous identities (Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres 24). While these alternative
identities do exist in the town, they are condemned and controlled by the dominant gas
and oil identity.
As I continued my internet research on Vernal, I read about the town on the
homepage of the Vernal Chamber of Commerce website, and I learned that it is the
county seat of Uintah County and that the “area offers spectacular beauty, impressive
vistas, Freemont Indian Art, Jurassic Era Fossils and views of some of the earth’s oldest
rock formations” (“About the Vernal Area”). As I read on, I also learned that Vernal is
“home to the Utah Field House of Natural History Museum that showcases the geological
and prehistoric grandeur of the area” and that the town “hosts one of the largest PRCA
rodeo’s in the United States. Held each July, the Dinosaur Roundup Rodeo has been
voted one of the best outdoor rodeo’s [sic] for several years.” Playing with Google maps,
I saw that Vernal is nestled at the base of the Uinta Mountains in the state’s northeastern
corner, near the borders of Colorado and Wyoming. I zoomed in and scrolled up, down,
left, and right, exploring Vernal from all directions: to the north in the Uinta Mountains
were Steinaker and Red Fleet State Parks, and Ashley National Forest and Flaming Gorge
National Recreation Area. To the south were the Book Cliffs and Fantasy Canyon and,
from the satellite images on Google maps that revealed a land riddled with pock marks,
thousands of oil and gas wells. East of Vernal was Dinosaur National Monument, “home
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of the largest deposit of Jurassic era fossils found to date” (“About the Vernal Area”). To
the west lay the Wasatch Mountains and the cities of Provo and Salt Lake City.
Despite the historical, geographical, and cultural information available on the
internet about Vernal, the research I conducted was heavily influenced by information
about gas and oil development and about the infant death controversy. Thus, the more I
read about Vernal from national media sources like The LA Times,29 The Wall Street
Journal,30 Newsweek,31 and The New York Times,32 a dominant theme about the town
began to emerge – one that categorized the town’s issues in bifurcated terms (pro-drilling
versus anti-drilling; developmentalism versus environmentalism; economy versus
environment) and the people in it were used to provide examples of these divides. These
reductive depictions of Vernal in the media invite audiences to cast the town and its
inhabitants in black and white terms that reinforce and serve people’s tendency to
simplify arguments into either/or situations. But, the situation in Vernal is not that simple.
In fact, it is much more complex and nuanced than I would have ever known had I not
traveled to Vernal and talked with some of the people who live there. As is already
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Dawson, Chester. “In Utah, Energy and Environment Clash.” The Wall Street Journal, 10 Dec. 2013,
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evident from the introductions to the participants, the fifteen people I spoke with while in
Vernal displayed a kaleidoscope of views and opinions, not only as a group but also as
individuals. Each participant, whether consciously or unconsciously, exhibited tendencies
in thought and action that exposed contradictory ideas and expressions towards fracking,
making it difficult to classify them using the reductive binary descriptors of “profracking” and “anti-fracking.” Rather than force participants’ views and opinions to fit
into these simplistic categories, this study describes multiple and dynamic belief systems
and found that variations in participants’ ideas and expressions were deeply tied to the
place in which they live and their perceptions of that place. Their complex diversity of
expressions emphasizes the intricacies and nuances of thought that coexist in each
participant’s mind and form a richly-woven tapestry of emplaced beliefs and opinions
that inform their rhetorical practices.
In the rest of this chapter and in three following chapters, I make visible these
complexities and demonstrate how this recursive relationship between people and place
functions through a combined discourse and rhetorical analysis of three major patterns of
emplaced rhetorical practices in participants’ fracking discourses: appeals to identity;
appeals to physical elements of place; appeals to knowledge of/experience with a place.
For the rest of this chapter, after a brief explanation of these practices and my analytical
approach to them, I provide a discussion of the first emplaced practice, appeals to
identity. I attend to each additional emplaced rhetorical practice individually in the three
chapters that follow.
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Emplaced Rhetorical Practices: Three Major Patterns
The significance of place in this study became apparent during the first phase of
the interview process; therefore, I oriented my analytical framework to situate place as
the central organizing principle for making sense of my data. Viewed through this lens, a
key relationship emerged: that place shapes participants’ senses of place and their
perceptions of, experiences with, and communication practices regarding fracking, and
that participants’ fracking discourses played a constitutive role in shaping the place in
which they live and how they experience fracking in this place. This relationship is not
static and fixed, but rather dynamic and fluid, with place and participants’ perceptions
and discourses sharing a cyclical and recursive bond, constantly looping back to one
another (see Figure 4.1). Moreover, participants’ fracking discourses exhibited three
major patterns of emplaced rhetorical practices: appeals to identity; appeals to physical
elements of place; appeals to knowledge of/experience with a place (for a description of
the characteristics of each emplaced appeal, see Appendix D, Matrix of Emplaced
Rhetorical Practices). Using a combined discourse and rhetorical analysis of analysis of
these practices, I demonstrate how this recursive relationship between people and place
functions.
Following the wisdom of poet David Whyte, I “start close in”33 with my analysis,
and, taking analytical cues from Carbaugh and Cerulli’s cultural approach to examining

In his poem, “Start Close In,” Whyte writes: “Start close in, / don’t take / the second step / or the third, /
start with the first / thing / close in” (1-6).
33
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Figure 4.1: Reciprocal Relationships between Participants and Place
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discourses of dwelling, I explicate the explicit and implicit meanings that radiate34 from
these emplaced communicative practices, making visible the connections to participants’
identities, values, and beliefs. I then work my way outward to bring “larger systems of
practice” into relief to “provide[] specific symbolic context(s) for discovering,
interpreting, and critically evaluating each communicative practice” (Carbaugh and
Cerulli 8). In essence, I create nested conceptualizations of how place radiates from
within and without of each communicative practice, starting with participant’s own
discursive devices then moving to the larger systems of influence, such as history,
culture, and environment, that circulate in participants’ fracking discourses. By exploring
a rhetorical practice and its larger systems of influence, I make visible the recursive
relationship between people and place and how it is active in participants’ fracking
discourses. The aim of this analysis is to make the emplaced elements in participants’
fracking discourses, and the beliefs and values circulating within them, more readily

Carbaugh and Cerulli call these meanings “semantic radiants or radiants of meaning,” or “the various
meanings [that] radiate from communication practices” (10). Carbaugh and Cerulli’s analysis of hunting
discourses of dwelling in Maine adheres to a Cultural Discourse Analysis (CuDA) framework, which sees
“communication as emplaced action that is culturally distinctive, socially negotiated, and individually
applied” (8). Examining communication practices through the lens of CuDA activates the web of meanings
radiating through communication and reveals “any communication practice to be part of a larger expressive
system” (8). Carbaugh is one of the pioneers of this approach, and, drawing from his extensive
ethnographic fieldwork, he and Cerulli developed a method for conducting CuDA that examines
communication practices for five “discursive hubs” – identity, action, feeling, relating, and dwelling – that
“form a discursive web of who we are, what we are doing, how we feel about things, how we are linked to
others, and the nature of things” (9). Although my analysis cannot be characterized as CuDA, I found many
of the framework’s premises to be useful in thinking through my data, and my analysis of participants’
fracking discourses does apply some of the CuDA analytical practices used by Carbaugh and Cerulli, such
as investigating communication practices for “emplaced discursive details” and the meanings that radiate
from them (16) and examining specific communication practices for evidence of the “larger system(s) of
practice” implicit in the discourse (8).
34
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visible for deliberation and to challenge the easy categorization of people living in
fracked communities by dominant discourses. Readers will come away from this analysis
with a better understanding of how participants’ identity, values, and beliefs are shaped
by the place in which they live; how their “communication is playing a formative,
constitutive role in creating [their] sense of place;” and how “place is primary” for
communicative practices regarding fracking (Carbaugh and Cerulli 7).
Moreover, one of the goals for this project was to avoid easy categorization and
compartmentalization of participants’ fracking discourses. These emplaced rhetorical
practices do not occur neatly and in isolation; rather, they are deeply entangled, with
participants employing two or more of these practices at the same time. Therefore, in
addition to attending to each appeal individually, I attend to these entanglements in my
Discussion and Conclusion (Chapter 8). Here, I elaborate on this study’s second major
finding regarding the role of narratives in participants’ fracking discourses. Drawing from
George Lakoff’s theory of narrative frames, I examine two group communicative
exchanges to explore how the stories they tell activate multiple appeals and how these
appeals are working together to achieve particular rhetorical purposes. Altogether,
participants’ stories provide evidence that their beliefs about fracking are not fixed and
static; rather, the stories that they tell emphasize the dynamic, fluid, and, at times,
contradictory, beliefs they hold and accentuate the experiential, embodied, and emplaced
nature of local place-based discourses. However, now, I turn to a discussion of the first
emplaced rhetorical practice, appeals to identity.
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Emplaced Rhetorical Practice #1: Appeals to Identity
As participants talked about fracking, they employed discursive devices that drew
explicit links between place and identity, relating a sense of self-in-place that was
connected to place-based historical, cultural, and environmental traditions. One dominant
appeal to identity was symbolically attached to the historical and cultural traditions of gas
and oil development throughout the area. Not only are these traditions built into the
physical terrain – one can literally see the indelible marks of gas and oil development all
throughout the Uinta Basin – they are also built into the mental terrain of many residents’
senses of place. Participants unanimously recognized this “gas and oil way of life” as a
foundational belief held by those living in the area. Even if a participant espoused an
oppositional stance toward fracking, he or she acknowledged, though not without
criticism, that this identity was paramount in the area. Participants did reveal other forms
of identity, but the majority of these alternate identities exist as minorities and are often
highly criticized by those whose identities line up with the dominant “gas and oil way of
life” identity. In many ways, the participants who deviated from the dominant identity
experienced pushback and felt constrained in what they could say and do publicly. In the
following analysis, I attend to four kinds of identity attachments: gas and oil, Latter-day
Saints (LDS), environmentalism, and indigeneity. I show how they are used in
participants’ discourses, how they function rhetorically, and make visible the larger
discursive systems that influence these identity appeals and permit some identities and
constrain others.

178

Appeals to a Gas and Oil Identity
Appeals to the gas and oil identity were employed by all participants; however,
these appeals had different rhetorical functions depending on a participant’s stance on
fracking. For those who said that they supported fracking, appeals to the gas and oil way
of life both reinforced and were reinforced by the long-time tradition of gas and oil
development at local and national levels. Commissioner Bill Stringer explained that he
supported fracking “because, first of all, from time immemorial, mining has been a very,
very early profession. There’s all these jokes about the oldest profession. Mining may not
be the oldest, but it’s probably pretty close because it provided the raw materials.”
Commissioner Stringer’s response invokes a national identity that is inextricably bound
to natural resource extraction. “From time immemorial” mining has “provided the raw
materials” for humans to construct modern life as we know it. Through what
Killingsworth (2005) has identified as an appeal to time, Commissioner Stringer travels
backward to anchor mining as the lynchpin for the nation’s evolution and development.
Through this move, he establishes mining as a time-honored tradition, one that is deeply
rooted in the national identity and promotes corresponding societal values, such as
progress and modern life. Natural resource extraction and national identity become
entangled, making it difficult to discern where one begins and another ends. Such an
entanglement is useful for an argument supporting fracking because it weaves drilling
into the very fabric of national identity, making it seem as though it has always been that
way. The rhetorical practice of tethering national identity to resource extraction has long
been employed by dominant discourses, especially the gas and oil industry, and through
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its repeated use, the notion has become naturalized and taken-for-granted. Indeed, this
association has become so commonplace that it appears in numerous responses from
participants and informs the assumptions that are made about the allegiances of
inhabitants of fracked towns.
This entanglement of identity and resource extraction especially manifests itself in
many inhabitants’ discourses who claim to support fracking. Bill Hall, who spent over 30
years working in the oil and gas industry, said this about Vernal:
You know, I’ve lived in this town 36 years, and in the 36 years,
I’ve never heard any complaints about fracturing. If there was going to be
any complaints about fracturing, I’m quite sure it would have happened in
the past 10 years. Pretty much everybody here is pro-oil field. And straight
up, if you’re going to get the hydrocarbons out of the ground, fracturing is
an important phase of it. Everybody here is for it. In the entire time I’ve
lived here, I’ve never heard one controversial thing about fracking in this
area. Not saying there hasn’t been. I’ve never heard about it, not even in
the paper.
Bill begins by positioning himself as a long-time member of the Vernal community,
using an appeal to time to establish his expertise and knowledge of the area. He uses of
the temporal adverb “never” (he’s “never heard any complaints about fracturing;” “I’ve
never heard one controversial thing”) and the inclusive pronoun “everybody” (“Pretty
much everybody here is pro-oil field;” “Everybody here is for it”) works to root his
appeals firmly in place and in personal experience, thereby providing personal testimony
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to the area’s widespread support for fracking that ultimately works to position fracking as
“good” and above reproach in the court of community opinion. He also makes an appeal
to the efficiency of fracking (“if you’re going to get the hydrocarbons out of the ground,
fracturing is an important phase of it”) and, in so doing, make it known that he places
value on petroleum products as integral to modern life. While it is very possible that Bill
has not himself encountered people with dissenting views on fracking, what is more
likely is that he’s experiencing confirmation bias in that his associations and
communicative interactions are with others who are like-minded and therefore reinforce
his own views.
What may not be evident here is how this quote ties back to identity appeals.
Having lived in Vernal for 36 years, the “gas and oil way of life” mentality has become
so deeply rooted in his own identity that Bill sees everything through that lens. In
describing his relationship with oil and gas, Bill said:
I’ve been in the oil field for thirty-five years. I’ve been around the
oil field my entire life. When I was a kid, we used to ride our bicycles out
in the field and watch Halliburton do fracks. We’d watch drilling rigs drill
wells. If they didn’t run us off location, we’d ask them questions like sixth
and seventh graders. “Hey, what does this do? What does that do? What
are you doing here? Blah, blah, blah.”
It’s always been an interest of mine my whole life. I’ve always
wanted to work in the oil field, and it’s still a dream of mine, believe it or
not, to work in the oil field. Before the economic turn down, I was doing
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what I loved, and I was hauling and rigging up oil field equipment. I
actually really miss it. I loved what I was doing.
The gas and oil industry has influenced his own life so profoundly and become one of the
primary filters through which he knows and understands himself and the world around
him, that it becomes difficult for him to fathom that people living in the community could
feel any other way. Drilling has become attached to tradition in the cultural
consciousness, and Bill’s response draws attention to how Vernal’s history shapes the
way he conceives of it as a place, how he identifies himself within it, and how he
interacts with it, all while simultaneously shaping Vernal into a gas and oil community.
Greg, despite having only lived in Vernal for a year, quickly recognized how
deeply entrenched gas and oil were in the inhabitants’ and the town’s identities. He
remarked:
Honestly, I haven’t been here a totally long time, but I have yet to
meet anybody who I know is anti-fracking. Honestly, it is cause for a
pretty good ostracizing if you are against drilling. And a big part of that is
drilling is the identity, and I’m sure it’s the reason why you’re here,
drilling is the identity of this town. I mean this is the home of the “I ♥
Drilling” bumper stickers. The dude’s out on the corner half the days of
the week, you know, shouting at people and waving. So, it’s part of the
identity here. It’s like if you’re from Maryland and you hate blue crabs
and oysters and the Chesapeake Bay. Or, if you’re from Iowa and you just
despise farmers. You’d get the similar reception.
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So, a lot of the sentiment isn’t even just looking, “Oh, well I think
this industry’s good.” It’s if you attack fracking, you’re attacking the
identity of the people here and the identity of the town. So, it definitely
runs pretty deep. A lot of people see right now that when you attack
fracking, it’s like you’re kicking the town when it’s already down right
now. Because it’s already suffering economically. […] So, there’s already
these things that are already hurting it, so they feel like if you’re attacking
it, it’s just insult to injury.
In this quotation, Greg begins by acknowledging his role as an outsider in the community
(“I haven’t been here a totally long time”), and, in so doing, establishes himself as more
of an observer of culture than as an active participant in it. His observer status is
reinforced with references to residents as “the people here” and to Vernal as “the town,”
portraying a distance between himself and the place. His discursive devices differ from
those used by long-time residents, such as Glenny, who begin a statement with “Here in
Vernal, we…,” and in so doing, construct a connection with and in the town. The
inclusive pronoun “we” and the deictic reference “here in Vernal” draw a clear link
between the speaker and the place, rooting him or her in the very essence of the
community. Whereas Greg’s use of the pronoun “they” to refer to locals (“they feel like if
you’re attacking it [fracking]”) establishes a distinct separation between himself and the
people who live in Vernal. Originally from Maine and a relative newcomer to Vernal,
Greg’s identity ties run back to his home in the northeast, and he showed no signs of
identifying with Vernal or with the people in the town. He is part of the community
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because he lives and works there, but he is an outsider and approaches the town from this
outsider’s perspective.
Still, despite being an outsider with limited knowledge of the Vernal area, Greg
nonetheless became swiftly aware of the dominant way of being in Vernal and the
resulting hierarchy of values and beliefs in the community. He observed that the majority
of inhabitants subscribe to a pro-fracking ideology and that this ideology is both informed
by the history of the town and how residents have come to make sense of themselves by
living in that town. (“And a big part of that is drilling is the identity, and I’m sure it’s the
reason why you’re here, drilling is the identity of this town.”) In an explicit appeal to the
gas and oil identity, Greg said, “It’s so woven into the fabric of this town’s identity. This
town wouldn’t exist if it wasn’t for oil extraction. If it wasn’t for oil and gas, there would
be no Vernal.” In the same way that Bill Hall’s description of a childhood steeped in gas
and oil culture made visible the ways a place both shapes and is shaped by its inhabitants,
Greg’s statement also draws attention to this recursive relationship between people and
place by invoking the connection between place and identity: the town is historically
bound to the gas and oil industry, and this history contributes to its present tether to this
industry by influencing what inhabitants can conceive of as potential and legitimate uses
of and orientations to the land. This way of thinking limits the options for what can
happen in Vernal, creating a bifurcated situation in which the town either has gas and oil
and, therefore, is a town, or the town has no gas and oil, and therefore, is not a town.
Without that identity marker of gas and oil, neither place nor people would exist.
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Being pro-fracking in Vernal is a taken-for-granted view that many residents
simply do not even question. Reinforcement for a gas and oil way of life is literally
written all over the surrounding landscape as well as in the terrain of their own minds,
where their own conceptions of themselves and the place in which they live are
understood through the primary lens of gas and oil development. When that view is
questioned or criticized, inhabitants perceive it as a personal attack. As Greg points out,
“It’s like if you’re from Maryland and you hate blue crabs and oysters and the
Chesapeake Bay. Or, if you’re from Iowa and you just despise farmers. […] It’s if you
attack fracking, you’re attacking the identity of the people here and the identity of the
town.” While Greg himself is not making identity appeals to support fracking – he listed
himself as being mostly opposed to fracking on the Background Questionnaire – he is
invoking identity by appealing to tradition, drawing attention to just how deep the
community’s affinity for gas and oil development runs and how deeply this gas and oil
way of life has become rooted into their perceptions of the town and of themselves.
Greg’s observations about the town’s identity being tethered to gas and oil also make
visible the larger systems of history and culture that fuel the reciprocal relationship
between people and place. Working from the outside, Vernal’s long history of gas and oil
development and its resulting cultural impact continue to shape how present-day
inhabitants view themselves and the place in which they live while simultaneously
informing inhabitants’ discursive constructions of the place and its identity.
When explaining why they were in favor of drilling, supporters of fracking made
appeals to this gas and oil way of life in efforts to rationalize and legitimize the practice
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as indispensable to the community. Many participants discursively tied fracking and gas
and oil drilling to their “livelihoods,” and worked to demonstrate how deeply affected
they had been by the recent downturn in the economy. “It’s your livelihood,” Dave stated
simply:
It’s either oil and gas or agriculture. Now you have the power plant, but ...
We’re seeing the down turn in the oil and gas. You take the fracking away,
they don’t come out here no more. They don’t go to California and frack
anymore. They don’t go to Colorado and frack anymore. They don’t go to
North Dakota and frack anymore or Texas, so what happens?
Here, Dave paints the situation in stark terms: in this place, oil and gas is the only way to
survive. Farming still exists, and jobs at the local power plant are still a possibility, but,
these jobs are still contingent on a flourishing gas and oil industry. In single-industry
communities like Vernal where inhabitants have come to identify with and be primarily
supported by the gas and oil industry, “what happens” when “you take the fracking
away” and the mineral lease monies dry up, is that not only do those directly connected
with the industry begin experiencing financial struggles, but the economic hardship
becomes so pervasive that it radiates outward in concentric circles, affecting the
community at multiple levels. As Glenny puts it:
If we can’t do this [fracking], and this gets stopped, then we’re right where
we are today. It’s a ripple effect. We can’t get the oil out. That means
we’re all affected. It just ripples down. […] We’re hurt really hard here
because we boomed. We had it, milk and honey here. […] In this
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community right now, I know people went and bought big. I mean trailers,
bikes, boats. We’re living in this not thinking that this is going to happen.
Now everybody you see, yard sales. You see, everything. Everybody’s
trying to sell everything. I’m there trying to sell things just to keep afloat,
just to keep going. I guess that’s probably why we’re taught to be more
self-sufficient.
This quote from Glenny and the previous one from Dave both appeal to the fear
of losing the gas and oil identity that has for so long defined the town. Fears of what
would happen if they no longer had the industry to rely on become powerful rhetorical
devices that work to reinforce their beliefs that both the town and they themselves need
gas and oil development to remain whole.
Appeals to a Localized LDS Identity
While the gas and oil identity was the most widely acknowledged identity in
participants’ discourses, other kinds of identities also emerged. In the final line of the
previous quote, Glenny makes an appeal to self-sufficiency, saying “I guess that’s
probably why we’re taught to be more self-sufficient.” Her remark invokes LDS values
of personal responsibility and self-reliance promoted by Mormon Pioneers, revealing
another key identity held by many participants and that also shaped their fracking
discourses. Many participants strongly identified with the LDS faith. Of my fifteen
participants, eight identified as active members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints, making my study population 53% LDS. As practicing members of the
Church, their beliefs about the environment are influenced by the church’s stance on
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environmental affairs. According to the LDS website, its philosophy is one of
environmental stewardship and conservation, believing that the earth and everything on it
were created by God, and “As beneficiaries of this divine creation, we should care for the
earth, be wise stewards over it, and preserve it for future generations.” Overall, the
church refrains from taking definitive stances on environmental issues, and it is not
known for actively advising its congregants to implement environmental protective
measures or precautions.
While Latter-day Saints constitute a little less than 2% of the U.S. population,
roughly 67% of Utahns are LDS. The state of Utah and parts of Idaho, Nevada, Arizona,
and Wyoming make up an area called the Mormon Culture Region (MCR), where “the
Mormon Church exerts a significant influence upon political outcomes, including those
involving environmental and energy policy debates” (Olson-Hazboun, Krannich, and
Robertson 197). A distinct regional culture, Mormonism “informs thought and action in
many spheres of life” (197). The Pew Research Center’s 2012 study “Mormons in
America” found that, when compared to the general public, Mormons are nearly twice as
likely to identify as politically conservative, and “a large margin of Mormon voters
(74%) support the Republican party” (11). A 2014 Religious Landscape Study, also
conducted by the Pew Research Center, found that of all religions surveyed, Mormons
attributed the highest importance of religion in their lives, with 84% of respondents
saying religion is very important to them. This study also examined religious views of
government and found that 75% of Mormons surveyed would rather have smaller
government and fewer services, with 64% believing that government aid to the poor does
188

more harm than good. Views about environmental regulation were also explored, with
53% of Mormons saying that stricter environmental laws and regulations cost too many
jobs and hurt the economy, and 42% believing that they are worth the cost.
In Vernal, nearly 66% of residents are LDS (“Religion in Vernal, Utah”), and the
faith not only shapes the way residents approach and engage in daily life, but it also
shapes many inhabitants’ views of environmental issues, and their views, in turn, shape
Vernal as a place and as a community. Moreover, Vernal as a place – its geography,
history, and culture – shapes the LDS faith of the participants with whom I spoke. Indeed,
geography plays a pivotal role in LDS identity, as Richard V. Francaviglia outlines in his
chapter titled “Geography and Mormon Identity” in The Oxford Handbook of
Mormonism. Francaviglia considers geography to be as important as history in the
formation and development of the LDS faith and identity. He believes that “identity in
Mormon faith is more bound up in geography than is the case for most other faiths”
(428), explaining that, while “the Mormons are widely known for their emphasis on –
some might say obsession with – history,”
geography is also a major factor in the belief system and development of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Although the word
geography is not mentioned per se in the scriptures, nor mandated for
study by the church, geography is important in Mormon identity. To use
an analogy, if the Mormon experience is like a river, history flows along it
like water, but that current is guided by the riverbed over which it runs. In
a sense, the riverbed cradles and directs the flow of water in this
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metaphorical river, even though it remains seemingly invisible to most
observers. Intimately linked to Mormon history, geography thus became –
and remains – an essential element in both defining the Mormon faith and
spreading it worldwide. (425)
Francaviglia’s analogy emphasizes the considerable influence of place in shaping and
directing LDS identity and faith. In this study, participants’ responses revealed faithbased beliefs and values that were intricately bound up with the dominant gas and oil
beliefs and values held by locals. With the influences of place on faith and identity in
mind, I think it important to note that, because I only spoke with Latter-day Saints who
lived in the Vernal area, I do not want to risk presenting my findings as though they are
representative of the LDS church in its entirety. While I do, at times, extrapolate the
beliefs and values embedded in the fracking discourses of participants holding an LDS
identity to those of the broader LDS faith and identity, for the most part, I work to avoid
generalities by referring to the LDS identity held by participants as “localized.”
Delineating this identity as local reinforces the role that geography and sense of place
have on shaping not only participants’ beliefs and experiences with fracking, but also
their interpretations and enactments of their faith. The influence of place on LDS identity
and faith is visible in participants’ fracking discourses, which lay bare how their LDS
faith is often filtered through the gas and oil identity, so that the former becomes almost a
sub-identity of the latter. Additionally, participants’ fracking discourses bring into view a
tension between the official doctrinal statement on environmental stewardship and
conservation and how that doctrine is interpreted and enacted at the local level.
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When Glenny said that Latter-day Saints are taught to be self-sufficient, this
teaching reflects the religion’s distrust of government and emphasis of personal
responsibility. These LDS beliefs are also influenced and reinforced by participants’ local
experiences with a boom-bust economy in a single-industry town. Thus, appeals to the
localized LDS identity tended to reinforce the town’s dominant gas and oil identity. LDS
participants invoked this identity when discussing their support for fracking. Most
interesting was what made appeals to the LDS identity distinct from appeals to the gas
and oil identity outlined in the previous section. These participants tended to make
statements that worked to distance themselves from taking environmental responsibility.
Bill Hall’s explanation of why he believes that fracking is necessary highlights this
distancing tactic. Bill and I had been discussing his criticisms of an argument in favor of
reducing hydraulic fracturing: that the United States can “just buy more oil from Saudi
Arabia, and Oman, and Qatar, and wherever the heck else.” For Bill, encouraging the
United States to rely on foreign oil is dangerous. To bolster this point, he referenced the
1973 oil embargo that “brought our country to its knees.” The LDS belief in selfsufficiency again comes into view, this time undergirding Bill’s negative view of foreign
oil. Important to note here is how Bill’s LDS belief in self-sufficiency is filtered through
the gas and oil identity and positions the LDS identity as a sub-identity under the gas and
oil identity. Energy independence is a go-to argument for supporters of fracking that is
informed by and reinforces the tethering of gas and oil to the national identity. It becomes
a triad: gas and oil is essential to maintaining our daily lives, and to be a good American,
you must support gas and oil development here at home so we can be the propagators of
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our own success, and not be dependent on foreign oil sources. Issues like fracking and
environmental effects are cast as things that they, as one small human, can have no effect
on. This rhetorical framing allows them to shore up their support for gas and oil
development while simultaneously reinforcing their LDS beliefs.
Bill framed fracking as the only way for us to domestically obtain the oil that our
country needs, and that this was not going to change unless the oil companies discovered
a more “ingenious way” to extract the vast reserves of oil and natural gas from shale.
“These oil companies have a lot of power,” Bill said. “If they want to flex their power ...
People can say what they want, but if they wanted to flex their muscle, they could bring
our president to his knees.” He went on to say:
There again, now we’re getting into something that I truly don’t
understand, because I’m sure that there’s phases of it there that I don’t
know what I’m talking about. I just don’t know. I don’t know what kind of
regulations or how our government, how much influence they have on
putting the oil companies to their knees. You know what I’m saying? I
don’t know. That’s a whole area I just don’t know about, and honestly, I
don’t want to spend my resources looking into it, because I don’t care
enough. There again, it’s kind of like there’s only so much you can
control. Why worry about this crap that you’ve got no control over? You
know, I pray all the time to God, “Hey, help me not to worry about the
crap I have no control over,” because I find myself worrying about stuff
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that not only do I not have control over it now, but I will never have
control over it, so why should I worry about it?
Bill’s declaration “Why worry about this crap that you’ve got no control over?” works to
reinforce his sense of being a devout Latter-day Saint by absolving or releasing himself
from being concerned about things that are out of his control. This way of thinking allows
LDS participants to resolve one of the conflicts that they have in supporting gas and oil
development by releasing themselves from the responsibility of taking action or having to
change their own actions because they are harmful. They have no control over what
happens, so why bother even thinking about. Through prayer and asking for guidance
from the Lord, Bill fortifies his identity as a Latter-day Saint while discursively
distancing himself from the consequences of his support for gas and oil drilling. One of
the practices for daily life advocated by the Church is to “live with the end in mind”
(Rosner). This maxim speaks to the belief that nothing is more important than ensuring
your eternal salvation and securing your spot in Heaven in the afterlife. The things that
you need to do while on this earth must all be steps working towards these ends.
Worrying about things that you cannot control detracts from these steps and in so doing,
you run the risk of getting off the Lord’s path and working towards things that will not
help you to successfully attain the end goal. This view orients Latter-day Saints towards
the faith-based visions of what is important and needs to be focused on in life to enter
Heaven in death, while steering them away from worldly concerns, such as
environmental issues. In this view, caring about what humans are doing to the earth will
not get you into Heaven.
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In other instances, appeals to LDS identity were employed to shore up support for
gas and oil development and to criticize environmentalists. Several participants made
explicit identity appeals when through specific mentions of the church, religion, and
Christ’s teachings. Gayle, who has been a devoted member of the Church his whole life,
directly referenced religion as influencing his views on gas and oil development. He said:
I guess I have a belief, maybe that’s even part of a religious belief, that
God made the earth for the benefit of Men. He said to Adam and Eve, “Go
out and till the earth and earn your bread by the sweat of your brow.” We
joke about, tell a story of the city guy that came to the farm to visit his
cousin. He said, “Cousin, you and the Lord have really done a good job
here. This is beautiful.” The farmer says, “Cousin you should have seen it
when the Lord had it to himself.”
From the very beginning, Gayle’s response evokes the LDS belief that the earth was
created by God for the benefit of humans. This biblical belief of human dominance over
nature has been adopted by many religions, not just the LDS faith. However, this
“religious belief that God made the earth for the benefit of Men” that Gayle speaks of
takes on a heavier weight in the beliefs and practices of the Latter-day Saints because it
not only serves as the basis of judgment from which all things will be measured in terms
of their use value to humans, but it also informs a foundational element of LDS identity,
which is to embrace and actively practice the role of environmental stewardship. Per
Church doctrine, humans must “be wise stewards over [the earth], and preserve it for
future generations. The earth and all things on it are part of God’s plan for the redemption
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of His children and should be used responsibly to sustain the human family”
(“Environmental Stewardship”). Humans are supposed to take care of the earth that has
been bestowed to them, and to consider themselves “stewards – not owners – over this
earth and its bounty and will be accountable before God for what they do with His
creations” (“Environmental Stewardship”). But, ultimately, as Gayle’s discourse reveals,
the belief that the earth was created for humans takes precedence over all else. That is, in
the great hierarchy of power, the element of human reigns supreme and serves as the
benchmark from which all other entities are judged. While Gayle’s story about the city
dweller and his farming cousin shows that the land was at its best when it was in the care
of the Lord, it also draws attention to how the farmer’s care of the earth is the next best
thing. The man who tills the land by the “sweat of his brow” is out there doing God’s
work, and therefore, even though the land was better in the time before humans, “when
the Lord had it all to himself,” because it is being cared for by one of his devout
followers who is working and caring for the earth to earn their living, the land is still in
good hands.
Gayle’s belief in stewardship and the value of caring for and preserving the land
brings larger systems of practice into view. What does it mean to be a steward and how
do we care for the earth? For Gayle, the answer to this question is deeply rooted in place
and faith:
Keep in mind where I come from. I was born in a log cabin, grew up on a
farm, raised sheep and cows and grew crops. I think that agriculture in
large is the best environmentalist because if I ruin my field, I don’t do
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good next year. You’re hoping that you can be a good enough steward that
you can pass that to the next generation, which often is your own family,
and you want it better than you found it.
Note how the belief of environmental stewardship is woven through Gayle’s verbal
depiction of land ethics. Moreover, from the outset, this depiction is framed by Gayle’s
consideration of place as formative in shaping his philosophies about land and land use as
well as the particular relationships he develops with the land. “Keep in mind where I
come from,” he begins, and with that invocation of place, all that follows is bound up in
his deeply felt sense of the value of considering place in the formation of his perspectives
of and interactions with the land. Furthermore, Gayle’s place-infused beliefs about
human’s relationship with the earth also shape his beliefs regarding the certain kinds of
experiences, traditions, and identities can take root in the Vernal area. Agriculture is cast
as an acceptable, almost noble, tradition that automatically turns the farmer into what
Gayle sees as an acceptable version of an “environmentalist:” “a good enough steward”
who ensures the earth’s preservation and passes that land ethic “to the next generation.”
The actions and identity of this kind of environmentalist are enabled in Gayle’s
community, while the actions and identities of a different kind of environmentalist are
problematized and constrained.
For example, when I asked if he was aware of any issues in his community that
involved hydraulic fracturing, Gayle replied:
My perception is that we live in a community that is filled with
people who work in the oil and gas industry. The only issues that I’m
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aware of are some people who oppose the use of hydrocarbons, sometimes
called tree-huggers or environmentalists, would like to oppose that. I’ve
been friends with some of the most prominent of them. None that live in
Vernal, but live in other parts of the west or in other states or other parts of
the state.
And, basically, their goals are to reduce the use of hydrocarbons.
They want to keep cars off the streets. They want us to ride bicycles or
take public transportation. It’s part of the climate change kind of thing. If
there’s less oil, if there’s less gas, there’s fewer cars or the price is so high
that people do other things. They often don’t make that argument, but
that’s really where they’re coming from.
Gayle’s description utilizes numerous appeals to time (“They want to keep cars off the
streets. They want us to ride bicycles or take public transportation”) that make visible
how he values modern life and the everyday necessities that are required to sustain that
modern life come from petroleum products. A popular argument made among Mormon
participants who supported fracking was that environmentalists are trying to “take us
back to the dark ages” where we would be without heat and electricity and modern
transportation. “I don’t want to be cold, and I don’t want to have to ride a bicycle,” Dave
said when the subject of environmentalists came up during our group interview. This
strategy of casting environmentalists as anti-progress does the rhetorical work of
positioning the values of progress and development as superior and commonsensical and
stealthily subverts environmental concerns.
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Note, too, how Gayle refers to “people who oppose the use of hydrocarbons” as
“tree-huggers.” This categorization of environmentalists is a popular one in Vernal. The
term is pejorative and used to demean and impugn those individuals whose views about
the environment and about fracking go against the larger community’s collective
acceptance of gas and oil development. Gayle reveals that he will be “friends with some
of the most prominent of them” but is quick to point out that these people do not live in
Vernal. There is no room for environmentalists in Vernal because the “community that is
filled with people who work in the oil and gas industry.” Gayle himself works to
problematize and constrain environmentalism. Though he identifies as a farmer and
therefore a steward of the earth, he is careful to distinguish between his conception of
stewardship that draws from his LDS beliefs about land as a means for human ends from
that of environmentalists and their sense of stewardship through land preservation and
preventing pollution and environmental degradation. With this distinction, Gayle
rhetorically positions himself as being in alliance with the gas and oil identity, not the
environmentalists. And, in so doing, reveals that when these two identities become pitted
against one another, odds are that the dominant one, the gas and oil way of life, has the
power to constrain and limit the environmentalist way of life.
Appeals to an Environmentalist Identity
Indeed, place both “contributes to and inhibits the conditions of possibility for
rhetorical practice, performance, and intervention” (Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres
23), and this inhibition can be seen in the multiple ways that the third identity that
emerged from participants’ responses, the environmentalist identity, is constrained and
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limited in the area. Tom Elder is a stout environmentalist. He concedes that the gas and
oil industry plays a critical role in Vernal:
Well, the whole economy in Utah, they put all their eggs in one
basket. I mean that’s an exaggeration, but the fossil fuel economy has been
the source of prosperity for Vernal for you know, 40 years, let’s say. And
very little, very few arguments will stand up against people saying, “Well,
hey you know, this is our paychecks.” So, when any time there is some
sort of perceived assault on people’s ability to extract fossil fuels, people
regard that very personally. And environmentalists, routinely, are seen as
the bad guys in these things. So, it’s a big deal and it’s really a big deal
now because in 2016, we just had this dramatic drop in fossil fuel prices,
and it just overnight shook out a lot of businesses in Vernal and a lot of
people lost their jobs. You hear about a lot of people losing their homes
because they’re young kids that signed up for a home and they thought the
gravy train was going to continue forever. Then it’s not. So, they’re
paying the price. So, it’s really big in Vernal.
Here, Tom’s appeal to the gas and oil identity (“the fossil fuel economy has been the
source of prosperity for Vernal for you know, 40 years”) help to situate it as the dominant
identity in the area and as a deeply personal way of identifying one’s self in and with this
particular place (“when any time there is some sort of perceived assault on people’s
ability to extract fossil fuels, people regard that very personally”). But, instead of using
this identity to shore up support for gas and oil development, Tom uses it to point out its
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flaws (“they thought the gravy train was going to continue forever. Then it’s not. So,
they’re paying the price”). Moreover, Tom’s comment about how “environmentalists,
routinely, are seen as the bad guys in these things” because they do not support the area’s
economic dependence on a single-industry, or the community’s tendency to “put all their
eggs in one basket,” frames the environmentalist identity as a threat or a danger to the
area’s gas and oil way of life.
On several occasions, Tom referred to himself specifically as a “pointy headed
environmentalist.” At one point, he categorized himself as “somebody who is
theoretically a pointy-headed environmentalist of the worst stripe.” Intrigued by this
classification – which was not unique to Tom; Dale Gray also referred to himself as one
of the “pointy heads” – I asked Tom why he, as a self-proclaimed environmentalist, chose
to refer to himself in this manner because, from my impression of speaking to people in
Vernal, the phrase was primarily derogatory. He replied:
My self-lampooning description of a “pointy-headed
environmentalist tree-hugger of the worst stripe” came from I know not
where. I think people need to laugh at themselves, BUT – I don’t want to
reinforce the image in the public square, because some people use the
phrase as an actual belittling of environmentalist concerns, as you say. I
actually thought, initially, that you could reform the term “tree-hugger”
from a slander to a positive term. Because I am a high-profile person in
my community, and I DO have some positive buzz attached to my name
for unrelated reasons, I thought that if I could get people to say, “Yeah,
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(s)he’s a tree-hugger, but so is Elder, so tree-huggers aren’t all bad.” Sort
of a psychic ju-jitsu (it’s true, I actually break things down on that level at
times. Nowadays, I don’t really think reforming the word “tree-hugger” is
possible anymore.
I had originally thought that Tom might be applying the term to himself sarcastically,
possibly as a rebuke to that group of people who slap that term as an insult upon
environmentalists. I also considered that he might be somehow using it to poke fun at
himself and offer a moment of levity in what can sometimes (more so nowadays) feel like
a hopeless, fruitless, impossible endeavor. Protecting the earth from the destructive
tendencies of humankind can be a stark, sobering reality that gets pretty gloom-and-doom
sometimes. However, Tom’s explanation reveals an attempt at employing the linguistic
strategy of “amelioration,” or as Tom put it, “psychic ju-jitsu.” This strategy brings about
a kind of semantic change that happens when the meaning of a word improves or
becomes more positive over time. Tom was actively trying to impart a cultural redirection
of the term “tree-hugger” by associating himself with it in hopes that his positive standing
in the community would contribute to more positive associations with the word. The fact
that Tom no longer believes such a redirection of the term would be possible underscores
just how entrenched the dominant view of environmentalists has become in the area and
demonstrates how the Vernal area as “a rhetorical place […] contributes to and limits
conditions of possibility for rhetorical practice, performance, and invention” and
“participates in and cocreates the rhetoric of its inhabitants” (23).
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Like Tom, participant Chad Hamlin also self-identified as an environmentalist.
Chad also spent most of his life as a practicing Latter-day Saint, but, within the past few
years, he began to reconsider the role of the Church in his life. During our initial
interview, Chad spoke about his upbringing “in a really conservative religious
community,” and how, for a long time, he had viewed the world through this “filter” of
LDS culture and religion, “unwilling to look beyond it.” Through the years, the
experiences and knowledge he has gained as a high school science teacher coupled with
his love of the natural world would help him to become “more open-minded about being
willing to change my mind about things.” However, Chad notes that the elements of
culture and religion have powerful influences on people’s thinking in his community. He
talked about an encounter he had with a friend on Facebook that resulted in an argument
about the existence of climate change: Chad adamantly defended its existence, pointing
to scientific evidence to support his claim, while the other man vehemently denied
climate change, indicting the controversy’s popularity as the result of politicians “trying
to push an agenda” by spreading lies and misinformation about global warming. Chad
reflected on the exchange, saying:
He’s actually a good case of, he’s somebody who I have gotten in
some really heated conversations with about climate change and things
like that. I really feel like a lot of what he’s doing is he’s looking at it all
through the lens of his beliefs and religious background and things like
that. He’s filtering everything through that, and if it doesn’t fit that filter,
then he’s going to deny it and fight against it and everything has to fit that.
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Here, Chad’s reflection offers insight into the power that the LDS Church has in his
community. It informs all aspects of thinking and serves as the lens through which all
things are seen and understood. But, Chad’s reflection also critiques this way of
approaching the world, drawing attention to the problems that come from rigorously
adhering to religious beliefs to the point of ignoring or denying anything that contradicts
those beliefs.
Chad raised another issue he believed to be connected to LDS beliefs: that people
in the area were not able to conceive of limits. He and I had been talking about what he
thought that people who supported fracking needed to know. One of his suggestions was
an awareness of the consequences that come with beliefs in boundless progress and
unfettered development, such as the strains that our continuously expanding population
and our relentless pursuit of energy sources have on the earth’s resources and land. He
“think[s] people need to know that there’s other [energy] options. And they need to
question the basic premise that we need to keep expanding the population and expanding
everything and all that.” I asked him how he thought these concepts of restraint and
limitations would go over in his community. “The idea of people not continuing to
expand the population and the economy and have more and more and more
development?” He sucked in a quick, hard breath and said, “Not well here.” He went on
to say:
Although, if you get people to understand that there are limits. I
think people tend to, in this culture and religion, they have a hard time
with the idea of things not being infinite. That there are- What’s the term
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I’m trying to think of? That you can’t keep expanding sustainably.
Eventually, you’re gonna run out of resources.
Finite. Things are finite.
Yeah, yeah. People have a hard time with the idea that things are
finite. There’s only so much, anyway, and you’re gonna run out. […] I
think part of it is from a religious view of belief in infinity.
I’m not familiar with the belief in infinity. What is that?
Oh, there’s multiple worlds, multiple ... People go on. And after
this life, there’s gonna be other places. […] It’s like a resurrection. They
believe in resurrection, but they also believe that after this life, then you’re
gonna have your own worlds. That kind of thing. I think it’s a view of
infinity. There’s no end to what’s available. They have a hard time with
the idea of, “Oh, we’re stuck here on this little planet, and when we use
everything up, it’s used up.”
Instead, it’s like, “There’ll be other worlds to live on, and you’ll be
having your own world to manage.” And that’s part of the core belief. I
think that translates into people having a hard time seeing limits. It’s like,
“Oh, we can keep expanding.” Part of it is the pioneers got pushed from
where they were, so they came here and there was all this new area. I think
it’s that idea of, “We can keep finding new resources and new places and
new-” I think they have a hard time with the idea of running out of things
or that the population can’t keep expanding.
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Because they value families and having a lot of kids, and I don’t
think they- I think they have a hard time coming to terms with how you
can’t just keep having huge, exponential growth and not have a problem
come from that.
In his explanation of how Latter-day Saints lack a conception of limits, Chad draws
attention to how, at least in his experience, the frame through which they view the world
literally prevents them from being able to conceive of the finiteness of earth and earth’s
resources. Chad’s verbal depictions also bring larger systems of practice and influence
into view. In describing this belief in infinity, Chad invites a questioning of dominant
LDS beliefs about the earth, its resources, and its uses. His description calls further
attention to the considerable influences the LDS identity has on those who espouse it as
well as the consequences of those influences. Though he does not openly voice it, Chad’s
discourse offers a poignant critique on the LDS concept of nature and human interaction,
and, in turn, unsettles the dominant characterization of humans possessing dominion over
the land.
Chad took direct issue with this insular way of looking at the world. So much so
that in our follow-up interview, Chad referred to himself as a “transitioning Mormon,”
meaning that he is not actively practicing and is slowly extricating himself from the
church. He described feeling “pushed away from the religion” because he experiences
“such a disconnect when it comes to environmental and political things.” During his slow
transition away from his faith, Chad admitted to feeling constrained in his own
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community in regard to what he can and cannot say to family members and friends and to
feeling like and outsider in a place he has lived all his life:
In some ways, I don’t really feel that much ... I mean, even though
I have a lot of friends in the area, and I grew up here. In other ways, I
don’t feel like that much a part of the local culture and community and
with that.
Why? What makes you feel that way?
Politically, my views are a lot different than other people. And
philosophically, I guess. Even though I connect with different people in
different ways, I sometimes, I feel like more of an outsider. And marrying
somebody from outside of the area probably doesn’t ... That probably
might add to my feeling of being like, seeing things from an outside view.
How does this make you feel that you feel like an outsider in the
place where you’ve lived pretty much your whole life?
I mean, I feel connected to the land. I love the landscapes here.
But, as far as, I don’t feel that strong of a connection as far as with ... other
than family, you know? But, otherwise, as far as people and community, I
don’t feel that strong of a connection. Other than with people, like I
mentioned Tom, you know? There’s people in the community who I still
feel a really strong connection to, but they tend to be people who are of
similar mindset to me. But, that doesn’t seem to be the majority of people.
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In an area where the identities of Latter-day Saints and a gas and oil way of life garner
majority support and maintain relative dominance, Chad’s ability to fully enact his
environmentalist identity is thwarted. It becomes a situation of “there’s not enough room
for the both of us,” with the majority opinion exerting dominance and claiming authority
over what is considered acceptable identities and beliefs in the community by pushing all
others to the margins. In this situation, Vernal functions as a field of rhetoric that
influences the identities and rhetorical practices of inhabitants.
Appeals to an Indigenous Identity
In a similar way to Chad, Forrest Cuch, who embodies the fourth and final key
identity that emerged from participants’ fracking discourses, an indigenous identity, also
draws attention to tendency of Latter-day Saints to be insular and unconcerned about
limits. “People here have no concept of the limited resources,” Forrest said. “Folks in our
area think they have the complete right to exploit and destroy the earth. You did not
create this resource. God did that. So, therefore, you have no right to destroy it.” As an
enrolled as a member of the Ute Tribe, Forrest subscribes to an indigenous worldview
that considers all living elements in terms of relations. Speculated to have originated
1,000 to 2,000 years ago in the northern Colorado Plateau (“History: The Northern
Utes”), the Northern Utes have, since their creation, endeavored to maintain balance
between humans and the earth. Their creation story tells of how Sinauf, half-man, halfwolf, brought humans into being by placing sticks into a magic bag where they turned
into people. Sinauf, along with his brothers Coyote and Wolf were “powerful animalpeople [who] kept the world in balance before humans were created” (Duncan 167).
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Coyote, intrigued by the growing sounds coming from Sinauf’s magic bag, became
determined to see what all the fuss was about. He poked a hole into the bag and peered in,
then laughed and laughed at the “strange new creation” he saw and the “many languages”
he heard (Duncan 168). Unaware of the hole Coyote had pierced in the bag, Sinauf began
a long journey north, towards the high mountains in the distance, the Una-u-quich,
where, once he reached the peaks, he would begin his task of placing the people in his
bag all around the world. Only, the people began distributing themselves by jumping out
of Sinauf’s bag through Coyote’s hole. Out they jumped, a few at a time, lightening
Sinauf’s load and going on to create families, bands, and tribes (168). All of this
happened without Sinauf’s knowledge, for, in his haste to complete his task, he took no
time to eat and became tired. His weakened state prevented him from realizing what was
happening. It was not until he reached the top of the Una-u-quich that Sinauf finally
discovered the hole in the bag and felt the lightness of his load. Only a few people
remained at the very bottom of the bag. He reached in, and, with care, brought them out,
saying “‘My children, I will call you Utikas, and you shall roam these beautiful
mountains. Be brave and strong.’ Then he carefully put them in different places, singing a
song as he did so” (168). When he was done, Sinauf left the people and returned south to
his home.35

This creation story has been adapted from Clifford Duncan’s telling in his chapter “The Northern Utes of
Utah” in A History of Utah’s American Indians.
35
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This Ute legend, among many others, writes Clifford Duncan in his history of the
Northern Utes, shaped the tribe’s “history and culture and defined the relationship of Ute
Indians with all living elements, spiritually and physically” (167). Duncan writes that
“the Utes believe that each person is connected to the spirit of all living things. This
connection makes humans responsible to the earth and all of its creations” (218). This
relational orientation to the world emerged as Forrest and I spoke about fracking in the
Uinta Basin. He was very critical of “the current political framework of our country right
now, which is very exploitive and self-centered, and terribly selfish, terribly selfish. And
evil, downright evil.” He used Dick Cheney as the face of the current political
establishment, indicting him and those like him of being “very careless about the earth,”
“profit-driven,” “very destructive,” and “very selfish.” When I asked him to talk a little
more about what he meant when he referred to current politicians as “selfish” and “evil,”
he explained:
They’re careless. They have no have no conscience. People like
Cheney have no conscience. And they think that the earth is theirs to
exploit. And my response as a Native person is, “You did not create the
earth. And, therefore, you have no right to destroy it or pollute it.”
Our Creator, God the Father, created this earth. And things need to
be done in alliance with the Father. And the earth is sacred. It’s alive. And
to the science, scientists; energy to the shaman, the spirit. There’s no
difference. So, the earth is sacred; it’s alive. People like Cheney have no
business destroying it.
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How does that make you feel?
Terrible. I feel terrible. Because we Native people have a
connection to the earth. We don’t see ourselves separate from the earth.
We’re intricately connected, as Chief Seattle once explained. […] He was
a chief. I forget what nation, up in the Northwest. He was very wise, and
he said that, he made a number of famous quotes and the one is that, “Man
is an intricate part of nature. We are not separate. We are a part of.”
Something like that.36
In this excerpt, Forrest’s appeals to an indigenous identity serve a dual purpose. He
brings into view to the relational connection that indigenous peoples have with the earth
(“we Native people have a connection to the earth. We don’t see ourselves separate from
the earth. We’re intricately connected”) and uses this identity to frame his ensuing
critique of gas and oil identity. Through the lens of an indigenous orientation to the earth

Chief Seattle (1786 – June 7, 1866) was leader of the Suquamish and Dkhw’Duw’Absh (Duwamish)
Indians of Puget Sound. In an 1854 oration to the governor of the Washington Territory, Isaac Ingalls
Stevens, at the site of the present-day Seattle, the Indian chief reflected on the havoc and destruction that
development of the American Frontier had on Native peoples. His insights, steeped in beliefs about living
in harmony with nature, are still cited today (Clark). One such observation is that which Forrest mentions
here. A variation of Seattle’s words is as follows: “Humankind has not woven this web of life. We are but
one thread within it. Whatever we do to the web, we do to ourselves. All things are bound together. All
things connect.” While it has been verified that Chief Seattle did give a speech in 1854, much controversy
surrounds the content of that speech. In 2007, an entry in Snopes.com claims that the true author of the
moving and eloquent speech that has been credited to Seattle was actually penned by Ted Perry, the
screenwriter for Home, a 1972 film about ecology. The speech was retroactively attributed to Seattle
(Mikkelson). While this battle over authenticity is certainly interesting, it is of no consequence to this
project. The element of focus here is not whether Chief Seattle actually said what he is reported to have
said; it is how Forrest invokes Chief Seattle’s words and uses them to bolster his indigenous worldview,
thereby strengthening his appeal to his indigenous identity.
36
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that views human-nature interactions in terms of relations and balance, Forrest
simultaneously draws attention to the ways in which the gas and oil identity disrupts this
delicate balance and instead perpetuates a relationship of human dominance over nature
that promotes misuse and abuse of nature and its resources (“They’re careless. They have
no have no conscience. People like Cheney have no conscience. And they think that the
earth is theirs to exploit”). Forrest’s discourse also brings into view the larger forces of
U.S. political institutions and calls to mind the history of mistreatment and oppression of
indigenous populations by the government. It is impossible to imagine American Indians
without also thinking about how they have been treated by government organizations,
both past and present. Though Forrest embodies an indigenous worldview, this
worldview is unable to be fully enacted because it is constrained and problematized by
the dominant gas and oil identity that is reinforced through local and state government
institutions that work to keep the indigenous identity at the periphery.
Forrest also critiqued the LDS identity through the lens of his indigenous identity,
saying:
Folks in our area think they have the complete right to exploit and
destroy the earth, and I say no, you don’t. You have a right to use the
earth’s resources, but in a respectful way. A way that does not destroy the
resource, or cause harm to other people. And again, I’ll always say this,
you did not create this resource. God did. The creator did. So therefore,
you don’t have a right to destroy it, you know?
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And the Bible says, “To take control of the earth.” Still, it doesn’t
mean you have the right to destroy it. That wasn’t the intent of the Creator.
So, people, that’s the difference there. There is a fine line, and it requires
educated people to understand it. Because most people, and the ignorant
people, see the world in black and whites. You’re either for or against,
that’s the way they see it, like Bush said. “You’re either for or against us.”
And that’s not true. That’s not true at all.
Forrest’s words bring larger systems of practice into view. What does it mean to extract
resources from the land? His indigenous perspective considers the connection between
humans and land in terms of relations, grounded in respect, reverence, and balance. In
this view, humans are not situated at the top of the hierarchy, with all that remains
positioned in service to human means and ends. Never should humans lose sight of the
fact that God is the ultimate creator, Forrest stresses. We should not let greed and profit
drive our interactions with the earth, lest we forget that the earth is not ours to do
whatever we wish to. Rather, it has been bequeathed to us on loan by the Lord, and as
such, we must do our best to take care of it and to ensure its survival for future
generations. Only, as he points out, we are not currently conducting ourselves in this way.
Forrest’s discursive construction of the human-nature relationship offers stark
contrast to Gayle’s, which casts the land in terms of something to be owned, to be used
for the maximum benefit of humankind. While Gayle’s discourse positioned humans as
stewards who have a duty to develop and use the land responsibly, that position is clearly
hierarchical, situating humans at the center of all things. Whereas Forrest’s discursive
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rendering of human’s orientation to the land arranges these elements in balance and on
par with one another. In this view, nature has value in and of itself, beyond what it can
provide for humans. Such a biocentric view is the minority in a place like Vernal and
invites scorn and derision from those who hold the majority opinion.
Forrest’s discourse frequently merged the gas and oil identity and the LDS
identity, almost to the point where they became interchangeable in his eyes. Both
identities he viewed as having considerable power and influence in the shaping of local
and state legislation and creating near insurmountable problems for his American Indian
community to overcome. He spoke of his own conflicted feelings towards his own
community’s dependence on gas and oil development as its primary source of revenue.
Though he claimed that he was neither for nor against fracking in his Background
Questionnaire, the more we spoke, the more he revealed his reservations against fracking,
When I asked him why he had said he was neither for nor against it, he said, “I just don’t
know enough about it. I would like to support it if I knew it was safe. But I don’t know
enough about it to say that. And I don’t want to oppose it blank because I don’t know
enough about that. My people depend on oil and gas revenue, so I can’t be ignorant to
that, either.” But, he went on to say that if he had to choose, he would say that he was
against it. His hesitancy to flat out reject fracking is heavily influenced by the role that it
plays in sustaining his community. At the same time, with his indigenous worldview, he
“believe[s] the earth is sacred. It's important to me that we not harm it. I appreciate the
earth, the beauty of it, and all that it gives me. And I oppose any action, actions that are
out to harm and destroy it.”
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In this situation, Forrest’s indigenous identity comes up against the gas and oil
identity, and he wrestles, unsuccessfully, to embody both at the same time because the
two hold incompatible beliefs that prevent them from happening simultaneously. This
identity clash contributes to Forrest’s sense of deep confliction towards fracking. He
wants to make sure that he is not blindly opposing it and instead taking into consideration
the ramifications that banning the practice would have on his people and his community,
but also on the earth. This conflict places him in a double-bind: He believes that drilling
causes serious harm to the earth, but he also knows that his community is seriously
harmed by poverty, and drilling helps to alleviate this poverty (somewhat). Thus, while
the earth may be saved if we stop drilling, his people would suffer. On the other hand,
while his people may be helped if we continue drilling, we will also contribute to the
earth’s destruction. Forrest is faced with a situation that presents him with a choice
between two undesirable courses of action. Either way he chooses, the outcome is
devastation, and this makes for an emotionally distressing dilemma that, of course,
affects the way he views fracking.
Forrest’s conflict also takes us back to his earlier observation that “most people,
and the ignorant people, see the world in black and whites.” The black and white frames
through which dominant discourses frame fracking as either completely wrong or
completely right get turned on their head in the wake of Forrest’s internal battle over
indigenous and gas and oil identities. Reducing the issue of fracking into an either/or
argument and the inhabitants of fracked towns into simply supporters or detractors
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ignores the constellation of place-based factors such as identity that come into alignment
as participants coordinate their positions and beliefs about fracking.
Conclusion
In his chapter on geographical conceptions of place in Key Concepts in
Geographic Thought, geographer Noel Castree emphasizes taking “the subjective aspects
of place existence seriously” (163) because there is no “one ultimately ‘real’ or
‘authentic’ sense of place for people” (164). Subscribing to this narrow view is
problematic because it “underestimates the sheer variety of place attachment and
identities that can and do develop in the same place. There is ultimately no one sense of
place or place identity” (164). In one place can exist multiple senses of place and multiple
identities, which I have hopefully made clear in my above analysis of appeals to identity
in participants’ fracking discourses. The environmentalist and indigenous identities of
some participants, though problematized and constrained, continue to co-exist alongside
the more widely accepted gas and oil and LDS identities. Vernal as place may hinder the
unrestrained public enactment and embodiment of these identities, but it does not
completely erase them; they do exist as part of the fabric of the area. Moreover, that
different ways of viewing the world exist simultaneously in Vernal contributes to the
complexity surrounding how inhabitants have come to understand and experience
fracking.
Recognizing that sense of place and local identity are multifaceted and nuanced
problematizes the dominant discursive tendency of the gas and oil industry,
environmental groups, and the media to homogenize and simplify the beliefs and
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experiences of local communities where fracking is ongoing and, as I worked to show in
my above discussion of how I was first introduced to Vernal through my internet
research, provides an incomplete and often misunderstanding of these communities.
Moreover, this reductive practice perpetuates communicative tactics grounded in a onesize-fits-all approach to rhetorical appeals. Such approaches assume that appeals based on
generalizations and stereotypes can be deployed successfully, regardless of place and the
attachments and identities that exist in that place. Such a model can (and likely will)
derail rhetorical appeals and accentuates the need for emplaced rhetorical approaches to
fracking discourse, which can be attained by gaining a fuller understanding of localized
perceptions of fracking and fracking arguments and the rhetorical practices that the
inhabitants, themselves, use and do not use when discussing fracking. In the next chapter,
I continue to flesh out the role of place in participants’ fracking discourses by attending
to appeals to physical elements of place.
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Chapter V: Appeals to Physical Elements of Place

I am interested in the way that we look at a given landscape and take possession
of it in our blood and brain. None of us lives apart from the land entirely; such an
isolation is unimaginable. If we are to realize and maintain our humanity, we must
come to a moral comprehension of earth and air as it is perceived in the long turn
of seasons and of years.
– N. Scott Momaday, from the movie Remembered Earth

In the previous chapter, I outlined the four major emplaced rhetorical practices
that emerged from participants’ fracking discourses and provided an in-depth analysis of
the first of these practices, appeals to identity. In this chapter, I continue this exploration
into participants’ emplaced rhetorical practices by discussing the second practice, appeals
to physical elements of place. To ensure continuity and enhance understanding for the
reader, I have structured the following discussion in the same way that I did in the
previous chapter. I begin with an excerpt from my field notes and provide an explanation
about its significance to this discussion of participants’ appeals to physical elements of
place. I then move to my analysis of this emplaced rhetorical practice, which I arrange
according to the four identities I outlined in the last chapter, beginning with the gas and
oil identity, then moving to the LDS identity, the environmentalist identity, and ending
with the indigenous identity. After discussing the ways in which participants subscribing
to each identity employ appeals to physical elements of place, I conclude this chapter by
returning to my field note in an effort to answer the questions that it posed regarding
participants’ rhetorical motives for using these particular appeals.
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The Rhetoricity of Landscape
Jackie’s Field Notes, 9 August 2016
Today I drove out to Fantasy Canyon in hopes of finding an evaporation pit to
take pictures of. Boy, did I find one. It was huge, like a lake lined with black plastic. And
it stunk something horrible. The smell reminded me of when the porta-potty sucking truck
would come through Tent City when I was in Kuwait. That same putrid stench of raw
sewage. On my way out to the canyon, the well pads became more and more a part of the
landscape. It was disturbing. Holding tanks and bobbers interrupting the sightline for as
far as the eye could see. Gas and oil pipelines running across the land for miles and
miles. When I turned onto Glen Canyon Road, I started to see range cattle and wild
horses eating sage grass near the well pads. Sometimes they were laying on the ground
under the shade of the tanks. A group of horses were grazing near that horrible pit. That
can’t be good for them. None of this can be good for them.
After I turned onto Watson Road, I was in BLM-owned land. There were wells all
over the place. At Fantasy Canyon, you can see the tanks and well areas. They’re all over
the land there. I went to see a preserved part of the land only to find the area spoiled by
gas and oil. After I left, I decided to take a drive down Seep Ridge Road. I remembered
Bill Stringer saying you could see the oil seeping from the rock out there. I didn’t see
that, but what I did see was even more well pads and tanks and bobbers. All along that
road, they were right across from people’s homes, in the middle of their farm land, near
where they live, work, and play. Near where their animals live, eat, and drink. Tons of
them. One even had an American flag waving from the top of it.
The whole time I was out there, I was just floored. Amazed by the close proximity
of wells to homes and farms. Shocked by how many well pads dotted the horizon and the
BLM land. They taint Fantasy Canyon. I wonder if Bill Stringer was the one who
approved all those lease permits. There have to be hundreds of them. Maybe thousands.
Later, I talked to Matt about all this. When I told him about all the oil rigs on
farm land he said, “So? That’s traditional where we come from. People had oil wells on
farm land everywhere when we were growing up.” I told him I just find it concerning that
it’s so close to people’s houses and to where animals eat and drink. He asked why I was
so concerned and said I shouldn’t think too much about it or, if I was, to go read the
literature on it. Screw that! He really pissed me off.
I know I need to not judge people for their choices here. This is a gas and oil
area. It’s just what people do here. It’s how they make a living, just like it’s how people
back home made a living when gas and oil was booming. Only now the oil is all dried up
back home, and Oil City is a practically a ghost town, save for the meth makers and users
and the social workers. And I find this whole thing concerning, Dear Husband, because
of what it might be doing to the people and animals and crops and air and water and
land. We don’t see the toxins this equipment is emitting. We can’t see what’s happening
beneath the surface of the land. Just because drilling is a part of life in a place, just
because it’s “the way things are,” it doesn’t mean it’s not harmful. It doesn’t mean we
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should just keep doing it because it’s what we’ve always been doing. It doesn’t mean it’s
not wrong. Right?
The above excerpt from my field notes serves as an example of the powerful
influence Vernal’s landscape had on me while also drawing attention to my own internal
conflicts as I wrestled with my beliefs about land and our (mis)use of it light of the
experiences I was having both on my own in that land and with the inhabitants of it
during my field work. It became clear to me that, through my participants’ discourses
about fracking, multiple beliefs about what the land means, how it should be used, and
what “kinds of experiences and traditions can take root there” (Carbaugh and Cerulli 1415) can all be held simultaneously about this one place. However, that these multiple
meanings and beliefs co-exist in the same space does not result in all holding equal
weight in the eyes of inhabitants. In the same way that Vernal as a place acted as a field
that enabled some identities and constrained others, Vernal as field also shapes
participants’ beliefs and values regarding the particular uses for land and the traditions
that can take place in it, permitting (even privileging) some uses and traditions while
problematizing others. In the ensuing analysis, I attend to the ways in which participants
employed appeals to physical features of place in order to frame fracking in geographical
terms to explain why that the practice is either suited or not suited for the area.
Emplaced Rhetorical Practice #2: Appeals to Physical Elements of Place
When attending to the issue of fracking’s suitability for the area, participants
employed discursive devices that drew from a range of physical elements of place, such
as the area’s physiography and geology, the existence of natural resources in the area, and
the numerous designations of public and wild lands. These appeals activated the place219

based nature of participants’ beliefs about and experiences with fracking, drawing on
their particular senses of self in place to align their audience with their specific outlooks
on fracking and their views about land and its use. Moreover, participants’ uses of these
appeals to physical elements of place also brings into view to the reciprocal relationship
between people and place that I discussed in Chapter 4. That is, Vernal’s physicality both
shapes and is shaped by participants’ perceptions of land and its uses, which have also
been influenced by their own experiences in the physical landscape in which they live.
These perceptions and experiences are multiple and have been shaped by the particular
ways participants identify with and in Vernal. Since these identities serve as frames
through which participants view the world, they will serve as frames through which I
discuss their appeals to physical elements of place.
Appeals to Physical Elements of Place through a Gas and Oil Identity
As I discussed in the previous chapter about identity, the dominant beliefs about
land and its uses derive from the community’s widely held belief in a “gas and oil way of
life.” This identity views the land in terms of what it can provide for humans and sees
resource extraction as the land’s primary use. Participants attached to this identity
supported fracking and called upon the area’s physiography and geology in efforts to
discursively bind fracking to the land, and in so doing, position it as a suitable practice
for the area. For instance, a widely held belief in the area is that its geographical location
contributes to a geological structure that allows gas and oil wells to be drilled to such
great depths that fracking avoids any contact with sources of groundwater. Many
participants who supported fracking voiced skepticism at potential groundwater pollution
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in the area because of this belief that drilling occurs too deep to have an effect on the
water table. For example, when I asked Commissioner Stringer if he knew about any
issues in town that surrounded hydraulic fracturing, he simply said “No.” When I
prompted him to explain his answer, he said:
Because in this part of the world, fracking takes place at such a
depth that it’s below any known water source. It’s not in the community
and in the places where it does occur. The amount of separation between a
fracking zone, a frack zone around here and any connection to the surface
is so far that even if there were, there’s a big difference between this
location and areas where there has been imagined or real instances. It
would be the wildest stroke for that to happen, even though fracking has
been occurring in this area since the late 70s, early 80s. For 40 some years,
fracking has been occurring. There has been no surface expression to my
knowledge anywhere in Eastern Utah.
[…]
Here, it’s [fracking] way deeper and nobody drills a drinking water
well at 6000 feet. You don’t do that. You’re drilling water wells that are
100 maybe, but in this Valley, the water table is so high because of where
we are. There are places just through the south, just to the east of us, you
could dig a water well with a shovel. You don’t have to get more than
about 5 or 6 feet to have water, and it won’t catch on fire even though
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there’s been a ton of … 10,000 wells have been drilled in this Basin, and
we don’t have an issue.
That’s why I shake my head a little and kind of smile and go just
take the time to learn about it. I don’t know. That’s the long answer to
your question then we’ll move on again to what could be an issue, but,
again, it’s not a fracking issue. It’s a workmanship issue, like all things.
Commissioner Stringer appeals to the structural composition of the area’s land to make
his case for fracking’s suitability and for water contamination’s impossibility (“in this
part of the world, fracking takes place at such a depth that it’s below any known water
source;” “in this Valley, the water table is so high because of where we are”). To
strengthen his appeals to the land’s physiography and make a stronger case for fracking
in the area, Commissioner Stringer also makes an appeal to time (“For 40 some years,
fracking has been occurring. There has been no surface expression to my knowledge
anywhere in Eastern Utah”). This appeal works to position the practice of hydraulic
fracturing as time-honored and time-tested. Fracking is cast as a practice that has
withstood the test of time and proven its efficiency and safety. His appeal to time serves a
dual purpose in that, as it determines fracking as a respected and safe practice, it also
establishes the land’s fitness for fracking (“10,000 wells have been drilled in this Basin,
and we don’t have an issue”). We come away from Commissioner Stringer’s explanation
with the notion that the area was geographically and geologically designed specifically
for the purposes of resource extraction.
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Indeed, when considering the area’s geographical location and its geological
configuration, it becomes clear why Commissioner Stringer holds these views about its
suitability for fracking. Vernal rests in the Ashley Valley and is nestled in the
northeastern corner of the Uinta37 Basin, bordered to the north by the Uinta38 Mountain
group, one of the few mountain ranges to lie in an east to west orientation instead of the
more typical north to south orientation. South of Vernal lies the Book Cliffs, a series of
desert mountains and cliffs stretching nearly 200 miles east to west, from Utah’s Price
Canyon in Helper, to Colorado’s Grand Valley in Palisade. The Wasatch Mountains
border Vernal in the west, and parts of the Colorado Plateau border it in the east (see
Figure 5.1). This configuration of the land creates a structural basin, a large-scale
geological depression formed by tectonic warping in which concentric layers of rock
strata dip inward toward a central point (Monroe and Wicander 241). A basin’s exposed
strata are oldest at the outside, each layer becoming progressively younger, with the
youngest rocks in the center (241). Structural basins, like the Uinta Basin, are often
important sources of petroleum, coal, and natural gas (533).

Pronounced /juːˈɪntə/ (YOU-in-tah).
The terms Uintah and Uinta are not typos. Rather, each refers to a different thing. The term “Uinta” is
used to refer to the Uinta Utes and to natural features, such as the Uinta Mountains, the Uinta River or
Uinta National Forest; while the term “Uintah” is used to refer to political entities, such as Uintah County
and Uintah County, Uintah and Ouray Reservation, or Uintah School District.” Interestingly, the Uintah
Basin should technically be written as “Uinta Basin”; however, due to continuous mis-spelling, “Uinta
Basin” became “Uintah Basin” and remains the dominant spelling, though technically incorrect (“Uinta vs.
Uintah”). Though this mis-spelling is the dominant spelling used locally in the area, because federal, state,
and county entities use the correct term “Uinta Basin,” I use it throughout this project.
37
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Figure 5.1: Uintah Basin Structural Map
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Due to their typically large underground deposits of gas and oil, basins are key
locations for resource extraction. As an engineer with considerable experience in gas and
oil drilling procedures, Commissioner Stringer has been trained in geology and is aware
of the characteristics of structural basins, like the one in which he lives. In the above
quote, he frames the issue in terms of Vernal’s location and structural composition,
emphasizing the situatedness of fracking and positioning the Uinta Basin as an
appropriate place for fracking. “In this part of the world,” he explains, groundwater is
safe because drilling happens so far beneath the water table. “There’s a big difference,”
he states, “between [fracking in] this location and other areas where there has been
imagined or real instances.” Each statement differentiates Vernal from “other areas,”
stressing that the process of fracking is different depending on where it is practiced and
establishing that the Vernal area is made for drilling. That the Commissioner makes a
distinction between “imagined or real instances” of water contamination is another
strategic move on his part that deploys the element of uncertainty to cast doubt on the
issue. In introducing the possibility that even a “real instance” could actually be an
“imagined” one, Commissioner Stringer sows doubt about which instances are “real” and
which are not and calls into question the credibility of all claims about groundwater
contamination. Moreover, Commissioner Stringer’s discourse reflects larger systems of
practice, bringing into view traditional conceptions of human-nature relationships
grounded in mastery and dominance and the taken-for-granted knowledge that natural
resources exist to be extracted for human ends. His discourse both shapes and is shaped
by the place in which he lives, reinforcing the dynamic and recursive interplay between
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people and place that comes to bear on the ways they understand and experience
fracking.
Interestingly, Commissioner Stringer also makes a move to bolster the safety of
fracking by separating the actual fracking process from the human implementation of it
(“it’s [water pollution] not a fracking issue. It’s a workmanship issue, like all things.”).
This discursive strategy positions the fracking process as completely safe and full-proof;
problems, such as ground water contamination, only occur because of operator error. This
rhetorical move was frequently made by fracking supporters who had experience working
in the gas and oil industry. For example, we can see this argument playing out in the
following exchange between Dave and George during the group interview when
participants were discussing the plausibility of water contamination:
Dave: I’m not familiar with any here [instances of water contamination],
but I hear of some back east because my family owns some farms.
They’ve leased to operators and so forth. They hearsay that there’s
communicating with their water wells, the aquifers and so forth. Again,
I’m not on one of crews. I haven’t been on one of the crews. I really can’t
say that they fractured into the aquifer. But, I have heard of cases where
they can fracture into the aquifer because of the formation is not fully
developed or whatever the case may be. Or, they didn’t do a complete
cement job. When I say complete, it was probably complete, but they may
not have gotten the cement where it needed to go.
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George: That’s all down to the operator of the well. If they decided the
cement isn’t quite right, but they think it’s not going to bother anything,
and they don’t finish the job, then you may have problems. You look at
your bond logs. You run bond logs down through this to see where your
cement’s really at. You know, I’ve got a mile of cement between my
formation and my top water zone. All that is definitely good cement. It’s
not going to get into your water. Unless you have problems up above, and
then your well may cause a problem by bad pipe. That’s all man-made
stuff. That’s not from the fracking. That’s because somebody didn’t do
their job.
In raising the issue of potential instances of water contamination that he has heard about,
Dave makes an appeal to a physical element of place by attributing the possible cause of
contamination to the formation itself (“I have heard of cases where they can fracture into
the aquifer because of the formation is not fully developed or whatever the case may
be.”). By placing the reason for contamination onto the land itself, Dave is able to
maintain the integrity of the fracking process: it is not the fracking that causes
contamination; rather, the cause is an undeveloped formation that was not yet ready to be
fracked. Had the formation been “fully developed,” water contamination would not have
occurred. Dave also places the blame on human error (“Or, they [the human workers]
didn’t do a complete cement job. When I say complete, it was probably complete, but
they may not have gotten the cement where it needed to go.”). Again, if any water
contamination did occur, it is not due to fracking, but to the people who botched the
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cement job. By deflecting blame to other potential sources (land and humans), Dave
protects the process of fracking, helping it to remain blameless and maintain its efficiency
and integrity. This discursive strategy also promotes the belief that fracking is an
appropriate use of the land, so long as the process is implemented correctly by human
workers, and the belief that the land is made for resource extraction, so long as it has had
time to “fully develop” those resources.
George’s response functions in much the same way, attributing instances of water
pollution not to fracking, but to operator error (“That’s all man-made stuff. That’s not
from the fracking. That’s because somebody didn’t do their job.”). However, unlike
Dave’s and Commissioner Stringer’s direct invocation of the structure and composition
of the land, George’s appeal to physical elements of place is much subtler. In positioning
the fracking process itself as blameless by directing accountability for error to human
operators (“That’s all down to the operator of the well.”), George’s discourse brings into
view the underlying beliefs that fracking is a suitable practice for the land and the land is
suited for gas and oil development that drive his response. Thus, George may not employ
explicit appeals to physical elements of place, but the land’s geography, physiography,
and geology as well as the belief that land exists for human ends are the primary drivers
of his response.
Note, too, how Dave works to temper his appeal to the physical structure of the
shale formation by stressing his lack of first-hand experience with the instances of water
pollution he is bringing up (“Again, I’m not on one of crews. I haven’t been on one of the
crews. I really can’t say that they fractured into the aquifer.”). Dave has over 40 years of
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experience in the gas and oil industry as a Crude Oil Supervisor in the northeastern
United States and then in Utah, managing crude oil purchasing and transportation from
the field to the refinery. However, in this situation, instead of drawing on his experience
to support his argument, Dave draws on his lack of experience to mediate his discussion
of this instance of contamination. He cannot say for sure what actually happened because
he was not part of the crew nor was he present during the hydraulic fracturing that
allegedly caused the contamination. He is only relaying what he has heard. In appealing
to his lack of experience, Dave is able to refrain from having to engage in an argument of
fact (Does fracking cause water contamination?) that would put him in a precarious
position of having to admit that fracking can pollute groundwater and, in so doing, put a
black mark on fracking’s record. Dave side-steps this problem by stressing his lack of
experience and instead engages with an argument of cause (What causes water
contamination?) that allows him to shift the blame from the fracking process itself onto
other possible reasons for the pollution. This appeal to first-hand experience, or lack
thereof in Dave’s case, is another emplaced rhetorical practice that emerged from
participants’ discourses, which I discuss in greater detail in the next chapter. Ultimately,
it became clear that those participants who identified with a gas and oil way of life
privileged fracking and gas and oil development as the land’s primary use over other
uses, such as public lands designations and preservation and conservation of wild lands.
In fact, as I demonstrate later in this chapter, these uses tended to be problematized and
condemned by participants holding a gas and oil identity and those holding a localized
LDS identity.
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Appeals to Physical Elements of Place through a Localized LDS Identity
In the previous chapter on appeals to identity, I outlined how the gas and oil
identity and the localized LDS identity tended to occur simultaneously in participants.
Every participant who identified as a practicing Mormon also identified with the gas and
oil way of life. This entanglement of identity is evident in appeals to physical elements of
place by LDS participants. At times, these participants transitioned back and forth
between these two identities, maintaining a distinction between them. In other instances,
participants merged these identities, drawing from the beliefs and values of both to
describe their orientation to the land and its use. Before I discuss this merging of
identities, I first provide an example of identity distinction, focusing on an LDS
participant making appeals from his gas and oil identity.
Participants fitting with a gas and oil identity as well as those corresponding to an
LDS identity both deployed appeals to physical elements of place to demonstrate the
land’s suitability for fracking. With nearly 35 years of experience working as a truck
driver for the gas and oil industry, practicing Mormon Bill Hall shared in Commissioner
Stringer’s belief that fracking happens too deep to cause water pollution. When telling me
about potential issues in his community involving fracking, Bill said:
Well, I have since learned, over the last ten years, that there’s a lot
of controversy over fracturing, especially since they started doing
hydraulic fracturing. They didn’t start doing that until they got into some
of these really deep, horizontal wells. Now, instead of fracturing
horizontally, they’re now fracturing vertically, up and down, as opposed to
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side to side. Through some of that controversial claims, they claim that it’s
polluting the underground water sources, which I call predominantly bull
crap on.
Okay.
Okay? There is that occasional incident that I might say, “Yeah,
that could happen. That could be.” For the most part, it’s so deep, I don’t
see it happening, but ... There always is that “but.” The moon could fall
out of the sky. It’s probably not going to happen, but I guess it could.
[…]
They’ve been doing oil shale around here for 40 years. Ultimately,
until they came up with this, they really didn’t have a cost-effective way to
get oil out of shale. Now they do. Because they’re going 12,000 feet
down, and 9,000 feet sideways, it requires a huge volume of water. There
becomes the hydraulic fracture. They always fracked with water, just not
with this kind of volumes of water.
This is a lot of the complaints. These are the theories they have.
Because they fracture with so much water, this water’s forced out into the
formation, now it’s comingled with other water formations, and there’s the
pollution. Now, you’ve fissured all this rock, and now the gas isn’t just
going down into the well bore, but it’s seeping out into this water
formation, or it’s seeping out in here, into the ground formation. I’m not
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saying that’s impossible, by no means. All I’m saying is, research the
material more before you go running your mouth.
Here, Bill’s beliefs align with Commissioner Stringer’s, and Bill employs the same
appeal to the structural composition of the area’s land as (“For the most part, it’s so deep,
I don’t see it happening;” “Because they’re going 12,000 feet down, and 9,000 feet
sideways”). Again, the fracking process is cast as a suitable practice for the land just as
the Vernal area is suited for gas and oil development: because the water tables in the area
are so shallow and because drilling happens so deep the result is a configuration of
physiography and geology that is perfect for fracking. Bill also bolsters his appeals to the
area’s suitability for fracking through an appeal to time (“They’ve been doing oil shale
around here for 40 years.”), which, as it did with Commissioner Stringers, works to
position fracking as an enduring technology whose longevity serves as a testament to its
efficiency and success. Moreover, in an interesting discursive twist, Bill entertains the
possibility that water contamination could very well occur (There is that occasional
incident that I might say, “Yeah, that could happen. That could be.” For the most part, it’s
so deep, I don’t see it happening, but ... There always is that ‘but.’”), only to immediate
shoot that possibility down by making it seem like an impossibility (“The moon could fall
out of the sky. It’s probably not going to happen, but I guess it could.”).
Note, too, how Bill Hall makes an appeal to education (“All I’m saying is,
research the material more before you go running your mouth.”) that is also similar to
Commissioner Stringer’s call for people to learn more about the fracking process (“That’s
why I shake my head a little and kind of smile and go, ‘Just take the time to learn about
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it’”). In other words, if people would only take the time to learn about the area’s
physiography and geology, this knowledge would allow them to understand the land’s
fitness for fracking. Such appeals to education occurred in all participant’s fracking
discourses; however, beliefs about what kind of education was needed differed according
their stances on fracking. I delve further into this discursive strategy in the next chapter,
which focuses on appeals to knowledge of/experience with a place.
The above quote from Bill Hall brings into view how he was making appeals to
physical elements of place that were primarily grounded in his gas and oil identity, not
his LDS identity. However, such a distinction between identities was not always
maintained. In many instances, these identities mixed and mingled, and it is with this
entanglement that appeals to physical elements of place made by LDS participants
deviated from appeals made their non-LDS counterparts. In these instances, appeals made
by participants who identified as LDS were infused with a combination of their religious
beliefs, the area’s long history of resource extraction, and beliefs about the abundant
existence of natural resources in the area. We can see this combination of factors at play
in Gayle’s description of Utah’s connection to resource extraction:
Brigham Young discovered or discouraged mining. He thought
people would get rich and it’d ruin them.
Oh, wow.
He wanted people to be farmers and carpenters and things like that.
So, Utah is a really wonderful place for minerals and oil and gas. And the
Uintah Basin is one of the best places. Bingham copper mine. If you want
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to do something interesting someday, if you’re in Salt Lake, go up and see
the Great Salt Lake. The companies that extract salt and minerals from
Great Salt Lake. Potash.39 They evaporate the water and sell the minerals
for fertilizer. It’s a big industry.
Here, Gayle makes appeals to physical elements of place through place-names (“Uintah
Basin,” “Bingham Copper Mine, “Great Salt Lake”), “attaching symbols of identity to
them, and describing the proper activities” that can take place in them (Carbaugh and
Cerulli 16). Symbols of Gayle’s LDS identity and his gas and oil identity intertwine in
this quote. Gayle’s reference to Brigham Young and his disapproval of mining (“Brigham
Young discovered or discouraged mining. He thought people would get rich and it’d ruin
them.”) transitions into a description of suitable activities for the area (“Utah is a really
wonderful place for minerals and oil and gas. And the Uintah Basin is one of the best
places.”). Even though Young, a prominent LDS leader, “publicly opposed searching for
mineral wealth” (Madsen 58), Gayle’s view of mining is very positive. Despite Young’s
attempts to discourage mining, his efforts, as reported in the 1 January 1863 edition of the
Union Vedette, “were as futile as trying to “dam up the waters of the Nile with
bulrushes’” (qtd in Madsen 59). And, by 1864, Young had changed his tune, advising in a

The Western Potash Corporation defines potash as “a potassium-rich salt that is mined from underground
deposits formed from evaporated sea beds millions of years ago. Potassium is an essential element for all
plant, animal and human life” (“What Is Potash?”). Potash is a key ingredient in fertilizers because it
corrects potassium deficiencies in soil and “help[s] boost crop yields and improve the quality of the plant”
(“What Is Potash?”).
39
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letter dated 6 February 1864, to a member of a Mormon settlement near St. George,
where a prospecting party had discovered mining opportunities, for the settlement to
“claim, survey and stake off as soon as possible, those veins of ore that br. [William]
Hamblin is aware of, . . . all that are sticking out, or likely to be easily found and
profitably worked” (Young qtd in Madsen 61). As his opinion of mining shifted, Young
would eventually permit Mormon development of mineral wealth as a lucrative source of
economic prospects for the Church, but he would remain critical of “outsiders eager to
exploit the undeveloped mineral riches available in the Mormon kingdom” (Madsen 80).
Gayle’s discourse reflects an entwining of his LDS and his secular beliefs and displays no
evidence of experiencing conflict; rather, the beliefs of his faith regarding human-land
interactions and land use align with secular beliefs about land use and resource
extraction. He delights in his depiction of the permissible activities (mining, drilling) in
the area, encouraging me to visit Salt Lake, so I can see for myself how “Utah is a really
wonderful place for minerals and oil and gas.”
Indeed, the Vernal area is host to a plethora of natural resources. According to the
Uintah County Resource Assessment by the Natural Resources Conservation Service of
Utah, a division of the United States Department of Agriculture, the Uinta Basin “is the
geological remains of prehistoric Uinta Lake, formed during the late Tertiary period, the
same period when sediment was deposited in the lake bottom to form gilsonite, oil shale,
tar sands, and oil. Ashley and White Creek and the Uinta and Green rivers are major
water resources in the county” (“Uintah County Resource Assessment”). Due to these
resource deposits, the Vernal area has a long history of mineral extraction, which began
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“at the turn of the 20th century” (Carr 3) and continues into present-day. Boden et al. offer
a concise history of mineral extraction in their 2014 Utah Geological Survey, writing that
Utah contains a remarkable variety of energy and mineral resources. The
development of these resources for over 165 years has been important to
Utah and the United States. Mining plays a vital role in Utah’s economy
and is the oldest nonagricultural industry in the state, employing thousands
directly in mining, processing, and transportation, and indirectly in
supporting occupations. The recorded mining history of Utah began in
1847. Soon after their arrival,
Latter-day Saint pioneers began developing mineral resources. Their early
efforts included recovering salt from Great Salt Lake, coal mining (near
the communities of Coalville, Wales, and Cedar City), quarrying building
stone, and production of clay and lime products” (Boden et al. 2014).
In this brief history of mining in Utah, we can see the entanglement of secular and LDS
identities. “Latter-day Saint pioneers” are written into the state’s mining narrative and
both the LDS pioneers and resource extraction become prominent characters in the
development of Utah’s economy. This intertwining of histories works to shape Gayle’s
view of the area and what should take place there. Additionally, as Gayle’s perception of
the place in which he lives is shaped by history and religion, Gayle is also shaping the
area to reflect what he imagines as proper activities for the land. His use of appeals to
physical elements of place attach a religious significance to the land and to resource
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extraction that frames the practices as ordained by God, a discursive device that is not
evident in the appeals made by non-LDS supporters of fracking.
LDS participants’ appeals to physical elements of place again deviated from uses
of these appeals by non-LDS participants subscribing to the gas and oil identity when the
former invoked instances of land reclamation by the gas and oil industry. These appeals
demonstrate LDS participants’ belief that the industry does not devastate the land by
fracking but, instead, actually improves conditions of the land during the clean-up and
reclamation process. For an example of this particular use of the appeal to physical
elements of place, I again turn to Gayle. As he and I discussed the effects of fracking on
land, Gayle was reminded of a piece of artwork he was once given during a speaking
engagement at an Oil and Gas Association meeting:
I should probably show you this. I just thought, I’ve got this up
here. When I was in the governor’s office, I gave a speech one time at an
oil and gas association meeting and they gave me that. That’s called
oilfield art. […] There’s lots of pictures of oil wells and gas wells in
beautiful lush forest by streams, by lakes with deer and elk and birds and
everything right around it. They’ve actually made it better for the
environment. Then, you have these kinds of pictures. There’s a place right
up here on this mountain where we have a big phosphate mine …
Going up to Flaming Gorge?
Yeah.
Okay, yes. I drove by that.
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You’ve been by that?
Mm-hmm (affirmative).
They probably have more elk there in the winter than any other
place in the county because as they reclaim the mine, they plant a grass
where grass has never been before, and those elk come in there by the
hundreds in the winter and they’re there all winter.
Wow.
I guess I have a belief, maybe that’s even part of a religious belief,
that God made the earth for the benefit of Men. He said to Adam and Eve,
“Go out and till the earth and earn your bread by the sweat of your brow.”
We joke about, tell a story of the city guy that came to the farm to visit his
cousin. He said, “Cousin, you and the Lord have really done a good job
here. This is beautiful.” The farmer says, “Cousin you should have seen it
when the Lord had it to himself.”
Again, we see an entanglement of beliefs from Gayle’s LDS identity and his gas and oil
identity. Gayle’s religious belief about environmental stewardship and leaving the earth
better than it was before (“They’ve [the gas and oil industry] actually made it better for
the environment.”) entwines with his secular belief that Utah and the Vernal area
“wonderful place[s] for minerals and oil and gas.” He appeals to physical elements of
place by referencing a reclaimed phosphate mine by Simplot Phosphates, a mining
company located on N Highway 191. Interestingly, Highway 191 up to Flaming Gorge
has also been designated a scenic byway, a factor that comes into play later on in this
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chapter when I discuss appeals to physical elements of place through an environmentalist
identity. For Gayle, the phosphate mine serves as the epitome of a successful reclamation
by the extractive industry, one that casts the industry as environmental stewards who
have enhanced the quality of the land for future generations (“They [the reclaimed area]
probably have more elk there in the winter than any other place in the county because as
they reclaim the mine, they plant a grass where grass has never been before, and those elk
come in there by the hundreds in the winter and they’re there all winter.”).
Indeed, by establishing the existence of an artistic genre called “oilfield art”
(“That’s called oilfield art.”), through which Gayle orients his view of industry as
steward, gas and oil development is positioned as a natural part of the landscape
(“There’s lots of pictures of oil wells and gas wells in beautiful lush forest by streams, by
lakes with deer and elk and birds and everything right around it.”). In this view, nature
and resource development can live in harmony, and this development can actually lead to
an enhancement of the natural world (“They’ve actually made it better for the
environment. Then, you have these kinds of pictures.”). This framing of the industry as
stewards brings into view the blending of LDS and gas and oil identities in Gayle’s
discourse. At the same time, the industry is credited with doing God’s work, while the
land is positioned as there to be used by humans: industry workers are out there “by the
sweat of their brows” extracting resources from the earth “that God made […] for the
benefit of Men.” Religion reinforces Gayle’s beliefs about gas and oil development as a
proper use for the land and underscores how certain uses of the land are privileged while
others are problematized. However, while beliefs about Vernal’s land being suited for
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fracking and the land’s primary use being resource extraction “for the benefit of Men”
may have been the most widely accepted beliefs in Vernal; these beliefs did not escape
criticism.
Appeals to Physical Elements of Place through an Environmentalist Identity
Participants who identified as environmentalists took issue with the dominant
beliefs I have been discussing here: that the land in and around Vernal is physically
suited for fracking; that human-nature relationships are grounded in mastery and
dominance; and that natural resources exist to be extracted for human ends. These
participants employed appeals to physical elements of place, such as the natural and wild
lands surrounding the Vernal area, that challenged these dominant beliefs by establishing
alternative uses for the land and promoting the value of biocentrism, that is, nature has
value in and of itself, separate from what it can provide for humans. We can see an
example of such an appeal in Chad’s explanation of arguments against fracking that he
considered to be ineffective in his community. A note to the reader: the following quote
is somewhat lengthy, but it serves as an example of how appeals to physical elements of
place unfold and build on one another. Chad said:
In this area, I think the argument about protecting areas from
development is not necessarily effective here. Just because, like what
we’ve talked with the culture, a lot of the people don’t really value that.
Although, I guess some. You could make arguments that would make that
more effective. That people value the High Uintas up here, and you can
say that’s a wilderness area that’s protected and there’s other areas. But, I
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think when it’s their health, it’s more effective, and a lot of people just
really don’t see the value of wilderness.
I mean there are definitely a lot of us who do, but I think the
general community, they don’t see that as much of an issue. There’s a
strong belief here that whatever is damaged can be fixed. I talked to guy
about the tar sand development, because I knew this guy was involved
with the Mule Deer Foundation. There’s a, I don’t know if it’s a national
thing or Utah thing. But, there’s this Mule Deer thing, and it’s like, “Are
you concerned about what the tar sand development would do to the mule
deer?” His response was, “Oh, they’ll leave an even better habitat than it
was before. They’ll go back and make it even better.” He’s like, “Look at
the area above Vernal, the phosphate mining up there.”
I don’t know if you’ve seen that. And he’s like, “Look at that!
Look at the wildlife you see there.” I was like ... that was another case for,
“Okay, we’re speaking different languages.” Because to me, why would
you want to hunt there? It’s like ... it doesn’t look wild. It’s all flattened
out and just they’ve planted stuff there. But, in his mind if there are some
big deer and elk there, that’s good. I think that’s a lot of the belief here,
that people feel like, “Oh, they’ll go in and make it even better.” That’s
actually one of the arguments that the tar sand company said, “We’ll leave
your sand cleaner than beach sand. It’ll be cleaner than it was before.
We’ll get rid of all that tar,” and it’s like [shakes his head] ... But, sadly
241

people tend to fall for ... or to accept that argument that they’ll replant
areas, and it’ll be good. Even though all the canyons have been filled in or
whatever.
But, yeah, that’s a hard one to argue against because I think it’s so
entrenched in the culture here that everything will be fixed in the end. I
think there are some religious beliefs connected with that, too. It’s like
everything will be great at some point. It can all be fixed, and it’s hard to
say, “No, some of that ... You get stuff in the water, that’s going to be
there. It can’t just be cleaned up when it’s clear down deep in the water.”
Yeah. It seems there’s a different idea of what ‘fixed’ really is.
Yeah, to them it’s like, “Oh, if they can plant some plants back,
and the wildlife comes” – it kind of takes away, the wildlife argument,
from saying, “Well, it’s the hurting wildlife.” They can say, “Well, they’ll
plant stuff and there’ll be elk there again and ...” They aren’t looking at
the biodiversity of the species, as long as there’s some animals to see. I
think a lot of people ... It makes it hard to make some of those arguments
as effective as I wish they would be. But, talking about the damage that it
does, people tend to just think, “Oh, it can be fixed.” I guess you’d have to
counter that by giving examples of places where things have happened
way back, and they haven’t, it’s still not come back.
Chad, like Gayle, also appeals to physical elements of place through place-names, only
instead of naming places where gas and oil development occur, Chad names wilderness
242

areas (“the High Uintas up here”) and refers to the minute elements of natural habitats
(“They aren’t looking at the biodiversity of the species, as long as there’s some animals
to see.”). In so doing, Chad establishes that wilderness, that land, has value in and of
itself. However, even as he holds this belief and does what he can to live by it, he
simultaneously knows that his ability to enact it is constrained because it is not a widely
accepted belief in his community (“a lot of people just really don’t see the value of
wilderness. […] I think the general community, they don’t see that [protection of
wildlands] as much of an issue.”). Exchanges like the one Chad describes with the man
who believed that the mining company had created in the reclaimed site an “even better
habitat than it was before,” demonstrate what happens when radically different value
systems collide, and neither party can identify with the other’s point of view because
each are essentially “speaking different languages,” like Chad said. Especially
considering how, as I mentioned in the previous chapter, the majority of people in the
Vernal area see drilling as the town’s “birthright,” and any moves to reduce the number
of drilling operations in the names of preservation and conservation of wild lands are
seen as threats by a number of residents (Lipton), who all share Misty from the Chamber
of Commerce’s sentiment about environmentalists: ‘It’s an oil field town and everyone
makes money from the oil field. Treehuggers should go somewhere else’” (Gessner).
Thus, any actions that Chad engages in to advocate for wilderness protection or to voice
environmental concerns are heavily policed by the gas and oil supporters in his
community, and this policing thwarts his ability to successfully enact his
environmentalist identity.
243

Note, too, how Chad also brings up the phosphate mine, as Gayle did, but for an
entirely different purpose. Instead of drawing attention to it to serve as a testament to the
gas and oil industry’s environmental stewardship, Chad references the reclamation site in
order to challenge and call into question the rightfulness of this deeply-rooted cultural
belief. In telling the story of his interaction with the man who viewed the site positively
(“Oh, they’ll leave an even better habitat than it was before. They’ll go back and make it
even better.”), Chad frames the belief that “whatever is damaged can be fixed” in terms
of religion. Once again, his description here invites questioning of dominant LDS beliefs
about the earth, its resources, and its use, just as he did when he explained and critiqued
the LDS belief in infinity that I discussed in the previous chapter. He considers the LDS
worldview as inhibiting its followers from conceiving of the long-term consequences that
drilling has on the earth. It promotes the belief that “seeing is believing” (“He’s like,
‘Look at the area above Vernal, the phosphate mining up there.’ […] And he’s like,
‘Look at that! Look at the wildlife you see there.’”). The area “looks” like it has been
“fixed,” and this revitalized surface view obscures the deeper issues potentially occurring
in the disrupted habitat, such as potential water contamination and destruction of
biodiversity – issues that “can’t just be cleaned up.” Here, Chad’s discourse breaks down
the perception that “seeing is believing,” chipping away at its religious influences to
reveal beliefs that are grounded in science. We come away from Chad’s description with
the view that land reclamation provides a false sense of security that allows for people to
continue doing what has always been done without needing to think about the
consequences of development, as they have been “flattened out,” planted over, or filled
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in, making it seem like “everything will be fixed in the end.” Only, as Chad’s criticism
reveals, such thinking relegates nature to a means for human ends and perpetuates the
dominant beliefs about human-land interactions.
Through his appeals to physical elements of place that work to position
wilderness as having value outside of its uses for human ends, Chad’s discourse
problematizes LDS worldviews that see the land only in terms of what it can provide for
humankind. His depiction also underscores the embeddedness of LDS beliefs in the
community (“that’s a hard one to argue against because I think it’s so entrenched in the
culture here that everything will be fixed in the end. I think there are some religious
beliefs connected with that, too.”), and how this faith has a profound influence on the
way people come to accept and reject arguments about fracking (“It makes it hard to
make some of those arguments as effective as I wish they would be. But, talking about
the damage that it does, people tend to just think, ‘Oh, it can be fixed.’”) and provides an
alternative way of conceiving human-nature relationships.
Chad’s quote also brings the larger issue of public lands into view. Like many
states in the West, a large percentage of land area in Utah – over 60% – is designated as
public land, “includ[ing] national parks, forests, wildlife refuges, monuments, wilderness
areas and lands managed by the Bureau of Land Management” (“Utah,” see Figure 5.2).
A microcosm of the state, the land area in Uintah County, which includes Vernal and
eight additional towns, is almost 70% “publicly owned, and therefore administered by
state and federal agencies” (“Public Lands”). As a result, the county plays an active role
in the “planning and decision making processes associated with managing these public
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Figure 5.2: Map of Utah Public Lands
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lands,” with some of their objectives being “to support the wise use, conservation and
protection of public lands and its resources;” “to ensure that public lands are managed for
multiple use and sustained yield and to prevent waste of natural resources;” and “to
support our national energy needs and insure that all public lands must remain open to the
greatest extent possible for the exploration and production of energy and other energy
related products” (“Public Lands”). With so much of the area designated as public lands,
issues over land and water use create tensions within the community, which serves as a
site where federal, state, and county regulating bodies clash for managerial control. Add
state and local conservation groups into the mix, who desire to protect wild lands and
natural habitats from energy development, and there exist complex and competing ideas
about land use, protection, and management that produce contested nodes of discussion
and argument.
In addressing what he called “an ongoing, endless battle over wildlands,” Tom
employed appeals to physical elements of place through the environmentalist identity that
worked to re-orient fracking supporters’ positioning of natural resources as the land’s
primary use value by instead positioning the belief that wild lands have a value in and of
themselves as the land’s foremost purpose. He said:
In my opinion, completely apart from the whole climate change
fossil fuels things, you get to a place where you’re weighing opportunitycosts, and if you can extract another million cubic yards of natural gas
from Desolation Canyon, on the one hand, and provide more fuel for our
economy. But, on the other hand, you’re really impacting one of the nicest
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places where you can see the West as it used to be, and it also is an
economic engine to people coming to see such places. And, my standard
initial opinion is I think that wild areas are more important than the last
few buckets of oil or cubic yards of gas that you’re going to get out of
them. I’m a big wilderness supporter. […] I think that there are areas that
should be free of extractive industry, and we’re arguing about those last
areas right now like they’re the last pork chop on the table. What
wilderness areas are there going to be in eastern Utah? I think those areas
that are still wilderness and roadless up to this point are probably more
valuable being kept in that condition than the value of the minerals that
you would extract from them.
Like Chad, Tom appeals to physical elements of place through naming wild areas
(“Desolation Canyon”) in an effort the attach values to natural landscapes that transcend
resource extraction (“my standard initial opinion is I think that wild areas are more
important than the last few buckets of oil or cubic yards of gas that you’re going to get
out of them.”). For Tom, these wild areas are valuable because they can provide us with
glimpses into the past, allowing us to “see the West as it used to be,” before human’s
insatiable need to develop marred the landscape. His discourse brings into view larger
systems of practice regarding land use and human-nature interactions, and calls into
question the current drive to extract as much gas and oil as possible, wherever we can, as
fast as we can (“we’re arguing about those last areas right now like they’re the last pork
chop on the table. What wilderness areas are there going to be in eastern Utah?”).
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Throughout his verbal depiction, Tom activates discourses of progress and
development which frames the issue of wild areas in terms of a cost-benefit analysis. This
sets him up to make what he considers to be the clear choice (“I think those areas that are
still wilderness and roadless up to this point are probably more valuable being kept in that
condition than the value of the minerals that you would extract from them.”) In setting
himself up to choose the preservation and conservation of wild lands over “the last few
buckets of oil or cubic yards of gas that you’re going to get out of them,” Tom overturns
the dominant view that primary use for the area in and around Vernal is resource
extraction. His description positions his environmentalist values of preservation and
conservation before the values of progress and development held by participants adhering
to the gas and oil way of life identity and the values of domination and mastery over land
held by LDS participants.
In addition to appealing to physical elements of place through wild lands,
participants identifying as environmentalists also made appeals to the land’s
physiography and geology. However, unlike the appeals made by their gas and oil and
LDS counterparts that worked to establish the land’s suitability for fracking,
environmentalist participants used these appeals to demonstrate the exact opposite: that
the land in the Vernal area is unsuitable for fracking. For example, in the beginning of
our initial interview, Tom admitted that he “waffled” on the issue. He indicated that he
mostly opposed fracking, but he also saw a benefit to it, specifically its ability to extract
natural gas, a cleaner burning alternative to fossil fuels. But, despite this benefit, Tom
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was unwavering on the issue of water contamination. For Tom, “Anything having to do
with drinking water” and possible pollution from fracking was an immediate concern:
I see fracking as potentially a problem for water quality. And not, I
mean, but this is where it gets kind of nerdy, and I feel like, you know, I’m
not exactly waffling, but… When they punch the hole, the borehole, are
you pretty familiar with the technology? [I nod] Okay, well, when they,
you know, they frack, and they perforate the level of the pipe that’s got the
stratum that you’re interested in, and they push the fracking fluid into that
stratum, they’re saying, “Okay, well these potentially toxic substances are
not going to get into your drinking water.”
But, I think that that’s based on some assumptions. And, one of the
assumptions is that the holes will be properly plugged, you know, that the
maintenance that should go into a well-designed program may not, may
not actually transpire. So, for 25 years you may have a well that after the
fracking fluids have been injected, you really haven’t contaminated any
aquifers. Who knows if that well’s going to be properly plugged? Even if
it is properly plugged, who knows whether or not corrosion over the next
50 years may allow seepage of fracking fluids. And, if it gets into the
borehole, of course, it can access any number of aquifers that, originally,
you’re trying to protect.
So, when they say, when fracking supporters say that, “No, no
you’re wrong. You’re not going to contaminate the water supplies,” that’s
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a highly questionable statement. And sometimes, they’ve said, “Yeah, the
reinjection of the fracking fluids, too, it’s the same problem.” They may
say, “Oh, we’re putting these into layers that are not tapped for drinking
water.” Well, they’re not now. But, a century from now, who knows what
they’re going to be tapping. And if you’ve got benzene and toluene and all
sorts of other things own in that water, there’s no reasonable expectation
about cleaning up toxics that are in aquifers. At least, this is my opinion.
[…]
We live in the second driest state in the nation, in Utah. And water
is the most important resource we have. People may think that it’s
something like petroleum or gold, but they would be wrong because
obviously the human communities around here depend on drinking water,
drinkable water and water that you can use in agriculture. So, if you
corrupt those water supplies, you really have crippled the communities of
rural Utah for the foreseeable future. Not in the short-term, but in the longterm because you’re not going to clean up these toxic plumes of fracking
fluids.
There’s an example, just downstream of us, in Dry Fork. The side
of the mountain we were looking at when we were driving across the
valley, right after you made that turn. There was a strip mine that was
proposed right up there, and right next to the strip mine is Ashley Springs,
which is where I get my water. The water that I get out of my tap comes
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from a great big spring that’s up there emerging from a limestone aquifer.
And there’s been a long, drawn out fight to block that mine just because
people fear that it’s going to permanently damage the water quantity or
quality. And that’s the most important thing out here is water.
In the beginning of this quote, Tom directly engages with the belief that fracking occurs
so deep in the area that corruption of groundwater is an impossibility (“I think that that’s
based on some assumptions.”). Commissioner Stringer and other participants who
supported fracking and subscribed to a gas and oil way of life employed appeals
grounded in beliefs about the land’s physiography and geology in efforts to establish its
fitness for fracking. Here, Tom systematically dismantles those appeals by flipping the
belief maintained by the gas and oil identity about operator error, that is, if anything goes
wrong during a frack, it is not the actual process that is at fault; rather, it is the fault of the
humans implementing the process. Instead of extricating the process of fracking from its
human implementation to preserve fracking’s integrity and efficiency, Tom’s depiction
(“one of the assumptions is that the holes will be properly plugged, you know, that the
maintenance that should go into a well-designed program may not actually transpire. […]
Who knows if that well’s going to be properly plugged?”) binds the two into an
inextricable relationship in which fracking cannot exist apart from humans. In so doing,
he attributes blame for potential consequences like water contamination to both the
fracking and the humans.
Tom further breaks down the operator error argument as well as the claim to the
area’s structural suitability for fracking by introducing the element of time (“Even if it is
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properly plugged, who knows whether or not corrosion over the next 50 years may allow
seepage of fracking fluids. […] They [fracking supporters] may say, ‘Oh, we’re putting
these [frack fluids] into layers that are not tapped for drinking water.’ Well, they’re not
now. But, a century from now, who knows what they’re going to be tapping.”). Tom’s
appeals to time remind me of Red reflecting on his friend Andy Dufresne’s sustained
efforts to escape in the movie The Shawshank Redemption: “Geology is the study of
pressure and time,” says Red. “That’s all it takes really. Pressure … and time. That, and
big goddamn poster.” Though the poster has no place in Tom’s discourse, the notion that
pressure and time result in physical changes of the earth does. For people to say with
certainty that fracking will not contaminate groundwater supplies because of the
structural composition of the earth and the depth at which drilling occurs is, as Tom
points out, “a highly questionable statement,” for who knows how our tampering with the
earth’s strata will affect things in the future. In framing the issue of water contamination
in terms of time, Tom injects uncertainty into the claims about the land’s fitness for
fracking.
Additionally, Tom employs appeals to physical elements of place through a
reordering of the value of specific resources in the area (“We live in the second driest
state in the nation, in Utah. And water is the most important resource we have. People
may think that it’s something like petroleum or gold, but they would be wrong because
obviously the human communities around here depend on drinking water, drinkable
water and water that you can use in agriculture.”). The discourses of participants
identifying with a gas and oil way of life placed primacy on the value of mineral deposits
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in the area and situated mineral extraction as the primary use for the land. These minerals
and their extraction for human use were of upmost importance for these participants in
order to ensure a healthy economy and for contemporary society to maintain its present
standard of living. However, Tom’s discourse overturns this ordering, rearranging it to
position water as the most important resource and the protection and preservation of
water sources as one of the most important uses for the land. Moreover, in appealing to
the area’s resources, Tom also engages with the LDS belief regarding land reclamation,
or the belief that the gas and oil industry cleans up developed areas and leaves the land
better than it was before (“if you corrupt those water supplies, you really have crippled
the communities of rural Utah for the foreseeable future. Not in the short-term, but in the
long-term because you’re not going to clean up these toxic plumes of fracking fluids.”).
For Tom, should water contamination occur, no amount of time is going to allow for the
“clean up of these toxic plumes of fracking fluid.” Like Chad, Tom believes that there are
problems that just cannot be fixed, problems that will impact human and environmental
health over time. Therefore, we should rethink how we value natural resources and how
we use the land in which they are contained. In the same way that his appeals to time
unsettled beliefs about the impossibility of water contamination and his reordering of
resources to situate water before gas and oil underscored an alternative use for the land
around Vernal, Tom’s reorders LDS beliefs about human-nature interactions that position
dominance and mastery over preservation and conservation so that the former become the
principal guiding beliefs about relationships between humans and nature. Tom’s focus on
the human element in his appeals to physical elements of place and his references to
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specific place-names (“Dry Fork,” “Ashley Spring”) work to tether humans to place. His
discourse demonstrates this tethering through its emplaced practices of attaching meaning
to the land that is both deeply personal in terms of how he could be affected by water
contamination (“and right next to the strip mine is Ashley Springs, which is where I get
my water. The water that I get out of my tap comes from a great big spring that’s up there
emerging from a limestone aquifer. And there’s been a long, drawn out fight to block that
mine just because people fear that it’s going to permanently damage the water quantity or
quality.”) and outward thinking toward the needs of his community and the state with his
reprioritization of what he sees as the area’s most valuable resource (“if you corrupt those
water supplies, you really have crippled the communities of rural Utah for the foreseeable
future. […] that’s the most important thing out here is water.”)
Appeals to Physical Elements of Place through an Indigenous Identity
Appeals to physical elements of place made though an environmentalist identity
worked in direct opposition to the appeals made through a gas and oil identity and an
LDS identity and offered alternative ways for conceptualizing the land, its use, and
human’s relationships with it. However, though these appeals worked to establish the
value of wild lands apart from humans and conceive of a land ethic that places
preservation and conservation before dominion and mastery, these appeals nonetheless
perpetuate what has been referred to as the myth of the empty lands, which sees nature as
existing in its best, purest form when it is protected from and devoid of human
interaction. Perpetuated by White environmentalism, which has been heavily criticized
for its “search of ‘untouched country’” and invocations of settler discourse seen as
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impediments to “the American environmental movement’s efforts to diversify its support
base,” this belief brings into relief the “perspective of North America’s First Peoples,” for
whom “the white soul dream of ‘untouched country’ has meant cultural erasure and
dispossession” (Nixon 238).
For American Indians like Forrest Cuch, whose people have been evicted from
their ancestral lands by White settlers and government officials and “relegated to the
unnatural margins of nature’s nation” (Nixon 238), the “environmentalist advocacy of an
ethics of place has, all too often morphed into a hostility toward displaced people” (236).
With this in mind, we can see how Forrest’s appeals to land through his indigenous
identity grapple with this displacement and historical mistreatment of American Indians.
When I asked Forrest to tell me a little about his tribe, he explained:
We’re a tribe that inhabited Utah and Colorado, a small tribe but
very powerful because we acquired the horse, one of the first to acquire
the horse from the Spanish. And so, we always inhabited these, the twostate area. There were 12 bands. Now there’s six, three of them in
Colorado and three of them here in Utah. Two of the bands from Colorado
were removed from Colorado and placed here, somehow.
Was that a government thing?
Yeah, the U.S. government did that. So, we’re displaced people.
We’re originally from Utah Valley, Provo area and Sand Creek Valley.
We inhabited those valleys there and the surrounding areas. So, we’re
displaced here. This was a hunting area, but it wasn’t where we lived.
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[…]
Some people say, “Well, why are American Indians fighting so
hard for this country when this country was taken away from them? And
they're still subject to racism from time to time.” Well, no, it’s not that
simple. We enjoy freedom in this country. We still have some rights, and
we appreciate that. We understand that we could’ve been completely
wiped out and destroyed if these people were the kind of people to do that.
But they didn’t do that.
They granted us some lands, reservations, and so we still have
some land. And we’re starting to learn how to live in the White Man’s
way. We’re starting to learn now. It’s taken a long time because we’re a
different culture. We have a different worldview. We see the world in
wholes. We have, we’re connected, we’re Earth people.
In his verbal depiction of the Ute Tribe, Forrest employs appeals to physical elements of
place through place-names, a strategy I discussed above through the LDS and
environmentalist identities. Here, Forrest’s references to specific places (“Utah,”
“Colorado,” “Utah Valley, Provo area and Sand Creek Valley”) work to underscore the
displacement his people have suffered at the hands of the US government (“Yeah, the
U.S. government did that. So, we’re displaced people. We’re originally from Utah
Valley, Provo area and Sand Creek Valley. We inhabited those valleys there and the
surrounding areas. So, we’re displaced here. This was a hunting area, but it wasn’t where
we lived.”). Again, as I discussed in the previous chapter on identity, Forrest’s discourse
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brings into view the larger systems of practice toward American Indians, both past and
present. As Forrest contends with his people’s displacement, their forced
reconceptualizing of their way of life, and their relationship with the land (“We enjoy
freedom in this country. We still have some rights, and we appreciate that. We
understand that we could’ve been completely wiped out and destroyed if these people
were the kind of people to do that. But they didn’t do that. They granted us some lands,
reservations, and so we still have some land. And we’re starting to learn how to live in
the White Man’s way. We’re starting to learn now. It’s taken a long time because we’re a
different culture. We have a different worldview. We see the world in wholes. We have,
we’re connected, we’re Earth people.”),” one cannot help but think about how his people
have been treated by the US government and the Mormon pioneers. Each have worked to
systematically displace the Ute Tribe from its original land. Once covering large swathes
of Utah and Colorado (see Figure 5.3), Ute Tribal Lands now encompass a mere fraction
of what they once were (see Figure 5.4).
While the above quote does not reveal how Forrest makes appeals to physical
elements of place in relation to fracking, I have included it here because it establishes
foundational knowledge regarding the cultural and historical influences working to shape
how Forrest has come to view land and its uses and how he conceives of human-nature
relationships. It is through his indigenous perspective of “see[ing] the world in wholes”
and being “connected” to it as “Earth people,” that Forrest’s appeals to physical elements
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Figure 5.3: Original Ute Territory, Circa 1650
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Figure 5.4: Uintah and Ouray Indian Reservation, UT, 2016
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of place regarding fracking are framed. In the following quote, Forrest gives voice to the
ways in which the balance between his people and their land has been disrupted by
drilling:
there’s ground water pollution occurring here on the reservation. I
don’t know to what extent, but there are ... We’re finding pollution in the
wild life, especially further south in the Hill Creek area. Not so much the
north because the drilling ... Where we get our water, that water you got
there, [points to my glass] is from spring water. It comes out of the
mountain, and there’s no drilling north of that area. Most of the drilling is
south of that spring.
And most of the wildlife on the northern unit, we haven’t heard of
any petroleum pollution in the animals, but down south, yes. So many deer
and elk have been found with tumors. I have a cousin who came down
with a form of cancer that is usually due to pollution. And then there’s
others. There’s a rising level of cancer here in the Basin. But, there’s no
data. There’s no hard data. This is mostly hearsay.
How did you hear about this?
Just word of mouth. One of the members of the business
committee and his daughter were saying that they shot a deer that had
tumors all over it. They reported it to the Ute Fish and Wildlife
Department, and I don't know what they did about it, but it was reported.
And this was down in the Hill Creek southern extension of the reservation.
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And then my cousin told me she had come down with, I forget
what it is. Not Hodgkin's disease. But, it’s another one that’s a ... It’s a
cancer. Not her, but another fellow told me he suspected that she eats a lot
of wild game, and she gets most of her game down in the south. My son
and I, we hunt up at the north because of that. We don’t go south. Even
though there’s more game in the south, and it’s known for its trophy
hunting. We go north, just because we don’t trust the meat.
[…]
Our people really value the wildlife. It’s a food source. My people
are still very much red meat eaters, and we’ve heard the discussions about
the contaminants and the toxicity of the meat processing of beef and other
by large processing plants. We’ve heard about that. So, there’s been a shift
to more native game red meat to move away from contamination of the
meat in the commercial meat industry.
Forrest’s appeals to physical elements of place by describing the effects of fracking in
specific places on specific animals living on the land in these areas that his people depend
on for food (“most of the wildlife on the northern unit, we haven’t heard of any
petroleum pollution in the animals, but down south, yes. So many deer and elk have been
found with tumors […] this was down in the Hill Creek southern extension of the
reservation.”). His appeals also work to establish boundaries regarding where he and his
family will and will not hunt as a result of contamination from fracking (“My son and I,
we hunt up at the north because of that. We don’t go south. Even though there’s more
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game in the south, and it’s known for its trophy hunting. We go north, just because we
don’t trust the meat.”). Even though game is plentiful in the south, and the people in his
community still very much depend on wildlife as a source of sustenance (“Our people
really value the wildlife. It’s a food source. My people are still very much red meat
eaters.”), he and his son are unable to use parts of their tribal lands for hunting because of
the dangers it poses to human health. In this situation, we can see how the dominant
beliefs about land use in the area (that its primary purpose is for gas and oil development)
do more than constrain and problematize alternative beliefs and practices regarding land
and its use. In this situation, the indigenous practices of living off the land and
maintaining a connection with the earth have been put in jeopardy and are under threat of
being extinguished. Forrest’s discourse brings into view the real-life consequences that
traditional conceptions of land and land use can have on marginalized groups such as the
Ute Indian Tribe. Ultimately, his appeals to physical elements of place can be seen as
working to legitimize and justify his people’s existence in this place, their right to land,
and their right to use that land in the ways that they see fit according to their beliefs and
deep ties to the earth.
Additionally, in contrast to participants supporting gas and oil and LDS
participants who seem content with what they believe to be reclaimed landscapes because
they can see the Mule Deer in these new habitats, Forrest’s depictions about hunting
reveal a deeper concern, one that goes beyond merely seeing the deer and elk in these
spaces and draws attention to the health of these animals, which, in turn, brings into view
the concerns about the health of his human relations because they consume the meat from
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animals living in these spaces. Forrest’s discourse connects him in a different way to the
beings, both human and nonhuman, that reside in this place and emphasizes how his
seeing the world in wholes illuminates the belief that when something is wrong with a
part, the whole suffers. Here, Forrest’s depictions of the ways in which fracking has
harmed both the physical landscape and the health of his people call into question the
LDS beliefs about land reclamation, demonstrating that “fixing” a place in which drilling
took place does not erase the lingering effects of drilling from existence; it only obscures
it from view and perpetuates the belief that “seeing is believing,” and what is out of sight,
remains out of mind.
Like Tom, Forrest also employed appeals to physical elements of space to
question the claim by fracking supporters that drilling occurs too deep to contaminate
groundwater aquifers. When I asked him if he had ever changed his mind based off of
something that someone else said about hydraulic fracturing, Forrest replied:
Nothing comes to mind. Well, yeah. I guess I’d have to say, yeah.
Once I learned about how they put cement, how they pour and they encase
the drilling operation, so that the mechanics or that casing prevents any
groundwater contamination. And that they go deeper than the ground
water. That was the argument that convinced me, “Okay, maybe it’s not as
destructive.”
So, that was something that made you reconsider?
Yeah. But then, afterwards, I thought, “Well, what about the
integrity of that over time?” And groundwater shifts? And what about the
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earthquake, seismic shifts?” There’s also more arguments that just in my
mind that I don’t know if the science is there, or the data, that is there. See
what I’m saying? So, that’s part of my spirit telling me, not sure.
[…]
If it [fracking] is contributing to any destruction, large-scale
destruction of the earth and its resources, then I’m gonna become very
upset because some people are making lots of money off of destruction of
the earth, and they are deceiving us. So, I’m gonna very upset if I discover
that it is highly destructive to the earth.
They’ve been saying that this area here is different. The
composition of the soils and everything is different from Oklahoma. So
therefore, it’s not gonna happen here. But, I’m not convinced that’s the
case.
If someone made that argument to you right now, how would you
respond to that?
I would say, “Well, I’m not sure about that.” Could be used to
shelf the idea that there’s any problem down there. And they keep saying,
“Well, we’re going deeper. We go deeper, and so different layers,
different structures. Soils and compositions, they’re different.” So, then it
gets really scientific, and they’re saying down there, more ground water.
Who’s to say? I don’t know enough about it.
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This exchange makes visible Forrest’s shift in thought, from considering the “fracking
occurs too deep” argument as plausible (“they go deeper than the ground water. That was
the argument that convinced me, “Okay, maybe it's not as destructive.”) to reconsidering
the argument in light of other physical elements of place (“But then, afterwards, I
thought, “Well, what about the integrity of that over time? And groundwater shifts? And
what about the earthquake, seismic shifts?”). As Forrest’s consideration of this argument
shifts, we can see him reframe the appeals to physical elements of place used by
participants who subscribed to the gas and oil identity and the LDS identity. Instead of
using the appeal to the area’s structural composition to stress the impossibility of water
contamination and situate the land as fit for fracking, Forrest employs the appeal in order
to challenge these beliefs. His indigenous identity, which views human-nature
interactions as relational, cannot separate the structural composition of the land from the
natural and human life that inhabits it. These elements are inextricably linked; a shift
occurring in one generates ripple effects into the entire ecosystem, as a part is affected, so
is the whole. Thus, his worldview motivates him to navigate fracking and arguments
about fracking from a position of spiritual connectedness to the land and makes claims
that the land’s geological composition prohibits water contamination unpersuasive to
him.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have drawn on participants’ fracking discourses to outline the
emplaced rhetorical practice of appealing to physical elements of place. Moreover, in
using the particular identities of participants as frames through which to view their
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appeals to physical elements of place, this chapter has hopefully served as a continuation
of my discussion of identities in the previous chapter, underscoring the critical role that
identity, which is shaped by a sense of self-in-place, plays in shaping participants’
fracking discourses. Appeals made through the gas and oil identity and LDS identity
work to reinforce the dominant belief that the land’s physiography and geology are suited
to gas and oil development and uphold the traditional conception of human-nature
relationships as one of dominance and mastery over the land. These identities consider
the primary use for the land area around Vernal to be resource extraction. However,
alternative considerations of the relationships between humans and nature and what land
should be used for also exist in this space. The environmentalist and indigenous identities
both position the earth in terms of biocentrism, attaching meaning to the land that
surpasses and criticizes simple use value. Ultimately, how participants identify – as
believers in a gas and oil way of life; as LDS; as environmentalist; as indigenous – shapes
the way they have come to view the land, its uses and humans relationships with it.
The excerpt from my field notes that I included in the beginning of this chapter
represent the internal struggles I experienced as my own beliefs and values coming from
my identity as an environmentalist collided with the dominant beliefs and values of the
area’s gas and oil identity. The environmentalist in me reacted viscerally and instinctively
to what she saw as unchecked development of land before being fully aware of the
emplaced, situational, interactive influences of a place on its inhabitants and how Vernal
as a field works to influence how participants make decisions about what the land means
to them and what it should be used for. However, as I spoke with participants and
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gathered these conversations, I gained multiperspectival insight into the amalgam of
factors working to shape participants’ beliefs and rhetorical practices regarding land and
its use. Each person I spoke with framed the land according to what they considered to be
its best use, and this framing was the result of a constellation of factors – history, identity,
religion, spirituality – all working together to shape a participants’ beliefs about fracking,
about human-nature relationships, and about land.
While I still maintain my concerns regarding the level of gas and oil development
that takes place in the Vernal area – concerns about what this development is doing to the
environment and to human health, both at present and in the future – I have a better
understanding of how a place like Vernal has “its own history, its own configuration of
features, its ways of holding those who live there, its resources for living, its affordances
and limitations” (Carbaugh and Cerulli 5). Approaching my interactions with participants
from this more thoughtful position allows me to step outside (though, not completely,
never completely) of my own way of viewing the world while I step into different
worldviews where I can temporarily hold those beliefs and experiences, that are
sometimes radically different, sometimes similar, sometimes completely unfamiliar, long
enough to grasp why participants made the appeals to physical elements of place that they
did. Indeed, the emplaced experiences that participants held had profound influence on
that ways they have come to understand and evaluate fracking. Thus, in the next chapter,
I engage more with the ways in which participants’ experiences with and in a place come
to bear on their perceptions of fracking and fracking arguments through my analysis of
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the third and final emplaced rhetorical practice that emerged from participants’ fracking
discourses, appeals to knowledge of/experience with a place.
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Chapter VI: Appeals to Knowledge of/Experience with A Place

Each of us belongs to a particular landscape, one that informs who we are, a place
that carries our history, our dreams, holds us to a moral line of behavior that
transcends thought.
– Terry Tempest Williams, Red: Passion and Patience in the Desert

In the preceding two chapters, I have been exploring the emplaced rhetorical
practices of appeals to identity and appeals to physical elements of place that emerged in
participants’ fracking discourses. I continue this exploration in this chapter by discussing
the third major emplaced rhetorical practice, appeals to knowledge of/experience with a
place. In keeping with the organizational structure I have employed in the previous two
chapters, I again begin with an excerpt from my field notes and then offer an explanation
about its relevance to this discussion of participants’ appeals to knowledge of/experiences
with a place. I move to my analysis of this emplaced rhetorical practice, which I arrange
according to the four identities I have been discussing: the gas and oil identity, the LDS
identity, the environmentalist identity, and the indigenous identity. After attending to the
ways in which participants subscribing to each identity employ appeals to knowledge
of/experience with a place, I conclude this chapter by circling back to my field notes in
an effort to address the questions that it posed regarding participants’ rhetorical motives
for using these particular appeals.
Being in Place
Jackie’s Field Notes, 9 August 2017
I took a drive down Seep Ridge Road to the Book Cliffs today because people
have been telling me that the road through the Book Cliffs has been paved. This has been
a controversial road because people who are for it say that it will open up access to the
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area for tourists and create a corridor for gas and oil transportation. People against it
say that it will destroy natural habitats and degrade the Book Cliffs. So, I wanted to see it
for myself.
I don’t use my GPS. I want to see if I remember my way from last year when I
drove back to Vernal from Fantasy Canyon. I drive out 40 East toward Roosevelt and
keep a look out for the turn that I know will be on my left. I remember it’s marked with a
sign providing directions to Ouray. I come up on the turn, and head out onto Seep Ridge
Road. I remember from last year how there are a bunch of farms out this way with oil
and gas wells right in the middle of them. I pass a farm where horses are grazing right
next to an oil well. It’s sobering.
As I drive further down the road, I come up on an active drilling site on top of a
hill. There’s a big rig in the center surrounded by conexes. There’s a lot of activity going
on, and two trucks are driving down the access road to the main road. One could be
hauling water. But, I can’t be sure.
I drive all the way out to the Book Cliffs Divide (which I think is the road that’s
going through physical cliff structures). Along the way, I pass a bunch of oil wells. I’m
pretty much the only person on the road, and I feel at ease to look around and take in my
surroundings. It’s beautiful: the canyons and sage land. And the oil wells are still
camouflaged to blend right in with their surroundings. I come up on some sort of site that
looks kind of like a refinery, and I realize that it must be the US Oil Sands site that a few
of my participants have mentioned. As I pass it, I see a lone tent pitched in front of the
gate. It has a few signs on it. One says, “Penny Stock Scam” and the other, “Tar Sands
Fool’s Gold.” I’m not sure if there’s anyone in the tent, but I’m amused by it.
I get to the end of the paved road, and drive past some private mining property
until I’m back on BLM land. I pass a sign that says, “Book Cliffs Divide.” The road has
been dirt for a few miles, so clearly, this project has not been finished. I wonder why
people are saying it is?
I drive a few more miles down the road. I pass grazing cattle and a few mule deer.
In my rearview, I can see the sky darkening, the storm clouds quickly rolling my way. It’s
been following me the whole way here, this storm. I know it’s going to unleash itself, and
I really don’t want a repeat of yesterday where I got stuck on a muddy dirt road. So, I
turn around and head back the way I came. I make it back onto the paved road before the
heavens release the Kraken. It’s pounding down in sheets. It seems like it’s going to
pierce right through the car. I realize hail is pelting down with the rain. It’s intense. I
keep going, guts clenched with a growing worry about flash flooding and getting stuck
out in the middle of nowhere in a rented car with no working knowledge of how to get
myself out of a jam in the damn desert. But, the storm finally slows down and then
subsides completely.
I’m nearing the turn for Glen Bench Road, the road that I took last year to
Fantasy Canyon and then followed down to Seep Ridge Road to go back to Vernal. I
figure I might as well drive down it, to see if anything has changed since last year. It’s an
abomination of a road, rife with deep potholes that look like scorch marks on the ground.
Like parts of the road have literally melted. More than once, I’m not paying close enough
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attention and go too fast over the ruts. I have visions of blowing a tire or the car falling
apart. I remember that Anadarko has some refineries and stuff on this road, and I do a
good job of using my memory to intuit my way down it, making the right turns when I
need to. There’s gas and oil wells all over the place; it’s basically an industrial zone.
But, I still encounter wildlife on it. Mule deer and cows that graze near wells. It sends
pangs of sadness through me. I feel for those animals who have to live in this industrial
environment. They should be free to run through wild land, but instead they’re trapped in
gas and oil hell. Animals always get to me.
I make my way out to Hwy 45, turn left and head back to Vernal. The rain clouds
are so dense that I can barely see the Split and Blue Mountains in the distance. When I
get out to 40, I turn left again, and I’m heading back into Vernal. On the way, I think
about that time last year, when I’d gotten pissed off at Matt for telling me to not be
concerned about gas and oil development on farmland because it’s just a way of life. He
made me so mad, but he also made me think really hard about place and the traditions
that take root there, traditions like gas and oil drilling that simultaneously help and harm
the communities that hold them. And I remembered wrestling with this duality in my field
notes, but I couldn’t remember what exactly I’d said.
When I get back to the hotel, I pull out my computer and go back in time to my
first trip to Vernal, to see what I had written. It was this:
I know we can’t “keep it in the ground.” Pretty much all of our modern life
depends on the extraction industry. But, there has to be a way to work towards
cutting back instead of encouraging people to just keep using all the energy they
want with abandon. It’s a free for all, and people don’t understand or even know
or even care about the consequences of this modern way of living. We’re so far
removed from where our energy comes from and what it takes to get it and what
this “getting” costs us in terms of human health and environmental degradation
that it never really enters into our thought processes.
Before I came out here and started talking to people, it had never occurred to me
that oil and other minerals play such a huge role in the making of products.
Phones, plastics. Even the windmills used to generate renewable energy are made
from minerals that have been extracted from the earth. It’s crazy how out of touch
I am. Here I am wanting to be an activist, but the everyday things I use to
maintain my standard of living come from the very things that I want to protest.
It’s so hypocritical. I just don’t even know how to think anymore.
The above excerpt from my field notes offers insights into my own personal experiences
as well as my internal struggles in regard to fracking in Vernal as I grappled once again
with my own beliefs as an environmentalist and an academic that were in confliction with
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what I saw happening in the area’s lands. As my own conceptions of ethics – ethics
toward life, both human and nonhuman, ethics toward land, ethics that had been shaped
long ago, by and in places outside of Vernal – clashed with dominant (and what I
considered dissimilar) ethics of life and land held by those living in this place, I could not
help but think about how I was rendering all these judgments about what Vernal’s
inhabitants should and should not do as an outsider. As I spoke with and built
relationships with participants, I began to realize how deeply influential being in place is
on its inhabitants. Being – living, working, loving, losing, growing, praying, playing – in
a place like Vernal “that has its own history, its own configuration of features, its ways of
holding those who live there, its resources for living, its affordances and limitations”
(Carbaugh and Cerulli 6) comes to bear on inhabitants’ ways of thinking and seeing the
world in powerful ways.
My participants’ emplaced knowledges of and experiences with fracking became
formative factors in their perceptions and evaluations of fracking and arguments about
fracking. If an argument for or against fracking contradicted with their knowledges or
experiences, participants drew on those elements in order to accept or reject certain
claims about fracking. Participants appeals to their first-hand experiences and/or their
specific knowledge domains functioned rhetorically to uphold, challenge, or reimagine
dominant meanings and practices of Vernal as place. All participants employed appeals
to knowledge of/experience with a place to demonstrate that the particular meanings
attached to a place and the practices and traditions performed there are best determined
by the people who know the place best: its inhabitants. However, the concepts regarding
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what is best for the people and the place differ according to participants’ identities and
experiences. Moreover, in the same way that Vernal as a place acted as a field that
enabled certain identities, communities, and beliefs about land and its use and
problematized and constrained others, Vernal as field also shaped participants’
perceptions of who is allowed to decide which experiences and knowledges are “right”
and which practices and traditions take place there.
Emplaced Rhetorical Practice #3: Appeals to Knowledge of/Experience with A Place
When engaging with beliefs and arguments about fracking in the area, participants
drew from their own first-hand experiences and knowledges to serve as testimonials for
or against certain perceptions, experiences, and claims held by those with opposing
views; to critique what is viewed as a lack of education or ignorance about the fracking
process or its effects; to impose moral judgments regarding fracking; and to reinforce,
challenge, or reframe dominant beliefs about the meanings attached to and practices
performed in the Vernal area. These appeals activated the belief that those who know best
what should and should not take place in Vernal are the people who live there, while also
working to limit the particular meanings attached to the area and the practices and
traditions performed there. Moreover, participants’ uses of these appeals to knowledge
of/experience with a place also bring into view the reciprocal relationship between people
and place that I have been discussing in Chapters 4 and 5. That is, Vernal as a place both
shapes and is shaped by participants’ beliefs regarding the appropriate meanings,
practices, and traditions that can be performed in the area. Participants embody a
kaleidoscope of experiences and knowledges, which have both shaped and been shaped
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by the particular ways they identify with and in Vernal. Again, because their identities
serve as frames through which participants view the world, they will serve as frames
through which I discuss their appeals to knowledges of/experiences with a place.
Appeals to Knowledge of/Experience with A Place through a Gas and Oil Identity
As I have been discussing in the previous two chapters, appeals made by
participants who held a gas and oil identity worked to bind fracking and gas and oil
development to the town’s identity and to demonstrate how the physiography and
geology of the area’s land was suitable for fracking. These participants’ appeals to their
first-hand experiences with fracking worked to not only reinforce these two beliefs and
but to also serve as evidence that they possess what they consider to be the “correct”
knowledge about fracking; that they know what is best for the area and for the
community; and to reinforce dominant beliefs about the practices and traditions that can
take place there.
Appeals to first-hand experience served as testimonials for the economic and
human needs of the area when participants described how their own lives or the lives of
those they knew had been impacted by the downturn in the gas and oil industry. For
example, during the group interview, Glenny described her own experiences with people
she knows, saying:
I’ve had family members that’s already lost their homes and
leaving the area and going to what? Where they’re going is no better. The
economy, it’s like the fellow I was telling you was here earlier, he said
he’s traveling right now from here to Texas. He left this week. He said
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everywhere he’s going, he’s getting the same story. We’re hurt really hard
here because we boomed. We had it, milk and honey here. Now we’re
hurting.
Here, Glenny’s direct appeals to the hardships being experienced by people she loves
(“I’ve had family members that’s already lost their homes and leaving the area”) work to
attach real people inflicted with real suffering at the hands of a busted economy. She
references George Burnett, Vernal’s well-known “I ♥ Drilling” guy (“the fellow I was
telling you was here earlier”). She had been trying to facilitate a meeting between him
and me, only to discover that he had recently closed up his upholstery shop and juice bar
and was heading back to his home state of Texas (“he said he’s traveling right now from
here to Texas. He left this week.”). For Glenny, Burnett’s experiences are representative
of the larger scale economic problems of the nation (“Where they’re going is no better;”
“everywhere he’s going, he’s getting the same story”). Vernal is not unique in its
“hurting;” this hurt is being experienced by other people in other places where gas and oil
development has dried-up and crippled communities.
This first-hand experience with the downturn in the community was also
acknowledged by participants holding an environmentalist identity. Tom Elder said,
“Locally, it’s the guy down the street that’s losing his shirt when the oil patch goes south.
In Vernal, it’s not just some faceless person that’s a couple states away. It’s your
neighbor that may be losing out and having to go someplace else.” Even though Tom, as
an environmentalist, is mostly against fracking and is extremely concerned about what
gas and oil development is impacting the area’s wild lands, he is sympathetic to the
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community’s economic struggles, because the people affected by it are not “faceless;”
they are “the guy down the street,” they are his “neighbor[s]” whose personal experiences
with hardship are proximal and in their proximity are made very real to Tom. As part of a
community with deep ties to oil and gas development, everyone living in the area, despite
the particular way they identify, is personally affected by economic hardships. However,
whereas Tom’s appeals to his own personal experiences with the community’s economic
hardships eventually were used to speak critically of the area’s dependence on a single
industry (“putting all their eggs in one basket,” as Tom put it), participants holding gas
and oil identities employed appeals to personal experience in order to serve as evidence
for revitalizing the gas and oil industry. The fact that these participants personally knew
people who had been affected or were affected themselves became a kind of knowledge
in its own right that was used to establish participants’ authority and expertise about what
was best for the community and about what fracking really is.
Indeed, the entanglements of place-based experiences and knowledges of fracking
became visible in gas and oil discourses when participants discussed the topic of
education. In the group interview, Danny attributed the cause of the controversy over
fracking to education, saying “I think a lot of it is the uneducated person.” While his
belief was echoed by all 15 participants, who in some form or fashion generated
arguments using the topic of education, education meant different things to different
people, depending on the identity they held. For participants holding a gas and oil
identity, education was deeply tied to this first-hand experience: to have experienced
economic hardship, to have worked on frack jobs, or to know and to have talked with
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people who have experienced both, you are more likely to be in possession of the “right,”
the “correct” knowledge regarding fracking.
We can see these appeals in Glenny’s depictions of education:
I believe that if we’re educated and if we know what fracking is
about and know how the safety of it ... In Vernal, somehow, someway
you’re always talking to someone. As a housewife, I don’t know a lot
about fracking. I’ve talked with people that has worked out there. And so,
it gives you a feeling of, okay if we got people out there that are educated
and know what they’re doing, that’s our way of life. In Vernal, this is our
way of life. This is what we count on is the oil field. If that’s what it takes,
and it’s being done properly and safely, yeah, it’s a feeling of I’m glad we
have people out there doing that. It doesn’t scare you if you’re educated, if
you know what’s going on.
[…]
Going back to being educated, if I didn’t live here and this wasn’t
my livelihood, would I even care about fracking? Probably not. Would I
even know what the word “fracking” meant? Probably not. It’s the idea of
wherever you’re at, you need to be educated with what’s going on around
you everywhere.
[…]
Here we are, our livelihood. It’s important to us. Someone out
there that has no idea even what the word “fracking” means could care
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less. Ask their opinion of what they think of fracking? What does the word
even mean? Because we’re here, we are somewhat educated. I’m a
housewife. All I know is what I know from these good people out here
that are keeping us going.
Glenny’s depictions bind knowledge and education about fracking to place and
experience. She repeatedly uses the town’s name (“In Vernal”) and employs the deictic
reference “here” to make a clear distinction between Vernal and elsewhere. In so doing,
she effectively tethers education to place (“It’s the idea of wherever you’re at, you need
to be educated with what’s going on around you everywhere.”). Moreover, her appeals to
her own experiences as an inhabitant of Vernal who depends on fracking for financial
security (“if I didn’t live here and this wasn’t my livelihood;” “Here we are, our
livelihood. It’s important to us”) effectively position her knowledge and education of
fracking that he has gained from people who have considerable experience in the gas and
oil industry (“As a housewife, I don’t know a lot about fracking. I’ve talked with people
that has worked out there”) as “right” and “true.” Glenny knows what fracking is and
what it means to her community because she lives in this place where fracking is
ongoing, and people who are not from the area and do not share her dependence on
fracking are unable to correctly understand or to know or to even really care about the
tremendous significance of the gas and oil industry in her community (“Going back to
being educated, if I didn’t live here and this wasn’t my livelihood, would I even care
about fracking? Probably not. Would I even know what the word “fracking” meant?
Probably not.”). Ultimately, Glenny’s appeals to experience and knowledge in this quote
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fortify the dominant belief held by the gas and oil identity that gas and oil development is
the primary practice and tradition of the community (“that’s our way of life. In Vernal,
this is our way of life. This is what we count on is the oil field.”). Her emplaced
experiences that have been shaped by living in Vernal are simultaneously shaping Vernal
to fit her knowledge of and experiences with it, that is as place where gas and oil
development needs to happen for the continued existence of the community.
Glenny’s husband Danny echoed his wife’s beliefs about the importance of
experiences and knowledges gained from being in a place where fracking occurs versus
being in a place where it doesn’t:
There’s a world of difference between what happens in New York City
and what happens here in Vernal. There’s the difference in society. I
would never make it back east because I’m a redneck hillbilly, or
whatever you want to call me. I couldn’t do it. Then again, the people
back east wouldn’t be able to come out and live in my world. I think that’s
where it is. It’s basically two different worlds. They’re saying, “My world
don’t want it because we’re in…,” wherever it is they are. We have more
of a common-sense thing about it. We know that without fracking, there’s
a lot of things that’s not going to move. They don’t want to admit it.
Again, Danny’s use of the word “here” invokes the belief held by participants with gas
and oil identities that they are the experts on the place in which they live. They knew best
about the town and what is and should be happening there (“We have more of a commonsense thing about it. We know that without fracking, there’s a lot of things that’s not
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going to move.”). “Here” brings with it all of the entanglements of place – history,
culture, landscape, sense of place, spirit of place – that participants were bound up in by
being inhabitants of Vernal. Whereas Danny’s reference to New York City and to “back
east” invokes a sense of distance and lack of awareness of what it is like to live in a place
like Vernal (“There’s a world of difference between what happens in New York City and
what happens here in Vernal.”). Danny sets up a binary when he positions society into
two poles – Vernal and New York City – that effectively works to highlight how different
kinds of knowledges and experiences result from living in different places. The two
geographical locations become metaphors for what Danny sees as “two different worlds.”
For Danny, someone who lives “back east” is a world apart from him, “a redneck
hillbilly” from Vernal, Utah, and could never live in his world, or he, theirs. Danny’s
discourse effectively imposes a vast divide that is, for him, incapable of being bridged. In
creating this divide, he positions first-hand experiences and knowledges that come from
living in a gas and oil community as evidence that he and other members of the
community have access to what they believe to be the “common-sense” knowledge about
fracking that is grounded in localized experiences, which enable inhabitants to know
what practices and traditions are best for the area and for the community in which they
live.
George, who has been working in the industry for 38 years, also prioritizes
experience as a form of knowledge and as evidentiary support for fracking:
I’ve been on I could probably say thousands of frack jobs, where I’ve
observed them. I’ve been on hundreds of jobs where I have actually run
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the job. Out of all that, there may be handful of jobs that you say really
went bad because of a mechanical failure or a cement failure or something
like that. That’s just what I do. […] A lot of this stuff [problems during
hydraulic fracturing] is just people haven’t been on it enough of them to
see what’s going on. […] A lot of stuff is just made up too.
For George, his own personal experiences with and knowledge of how fracturing jobs are
conducted in the area as a well site supervisor serve as crucial evidence to him that
fracking can be done safely. Like Glenny and Danny, George’s emplaced experiences of
living and being in Vernal coupled with his experiences of working in the industry
contribute to his sense of being “correctly” educated about what fracking is, what it does,
what it means to him personally, and what is means to his community as a whole. To
participants like Glenny and Danny and George, who have considerable first-hand
experience with fracking and gas and oil development, acquiring the “right” education
and understanding of fracking means that a person has come to understand this issue
through first-hand experience by living in the area where fracking is taking place.
In fact, when people do not possess these place-based experiences and
knowledges, it contributes to a lack of awareness of what I term petro-chemical
entanglements, or the awareness of the myriad ways in which petroleum products touch
the lives of modern humans. For example, Danny said, “I don’t think a lot of people
realize a lot of daily products that they use is what’s made from the industry. I think it
would surprise a lot of people if they knew how much of the industry they really depend
upon.” Furthermore, this idea of petro-chemical entanglements is not limited to an
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awareness of how petroleum products affect everyone. It also involves an understanding
of how the production of these products connects back to the communities where gas and
oil drilling are a way of life. We can see this concept of petro-chemical entanglements
emerging from this exchange between Glenny, Danny, and George:
Glenny: We are taught right here to prepare, to have your food storage, to
have water stored. I believe that in a time that is that we’re struggling that
that’s what we need to be doing. We need to have our food storage. We
need to have water stored. We need to be prepared.
Danny: Who knows when it’s going to happen.
Glenny: We don’t know when everything is going to shut down. Right
now, Danny and I are seeing hard times. I’m sure everyone of us in this
room are seeing hard times.
George: Their kids are, and their friends are. [motions to everyone at
table] It’s gone pretty deep here.
Glenny: It just spreads out this whole community. There isn’t a person
that you don’t touch, that you don’t talk with, that isn’t touched by, or
affected, by what’s going on here.
Glenny’s depiction of how hardships that stem from gas and oil development have ripple
effects into an entire community speaks to larger systems of practice regarding the
visibility and invisibility of energy extraction. Here, Glenny works to make visible the
many ways in which the industry touches the lives of everyone involved, or the “trickledown effect,” as George called it. The effects of the downturn in the oil and gas industry
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“just spreads throughout this whole community,” Glenny said. “There isn’t a person that
you don’t touch that you don’t talk with that isn’t touched by, or affected, by what’s
going on here.” That kind of awareness can only come from being immersed in the
experiences of a place where such a phenomenon is ongoing. It is only from being “here”
and not “there” that a person can truly understand and comprehend the extents to which
both people and place are “touched by what’s going on.” Otherwise, this knowledge
remains invisible to those who are not aware of the web of connections between industry,
community, family, and individual because they lack the first-hand experiences and
knowledges that come from being in a place where fracking is ongoing.
In conceptualizing fracking and petro-chemical dependency as a web of
connectivity that is intricately woven into the lives and livelihoods of those living in the
community, in the state, in the nation, these participants attach a moral imperative to gas
and oil development that positions the practice as ethical and just. Ensuring that fracking
can continue becomes the right thing, the moral thing, to do because it will protect the
community from a variety of harms: economic harm, emotional harm, cultural and
societal harms. In fact, for these individuals holding a gas and identity, working against
this goal is considered unethical because to do so is to subject people and place to pain
and suffering that could be avoided. This attachment of fracking to morality binds their
identities, their community, and the Vernal area even tighter to the practice of gas and oil
development. No other option, that they can see, exists for their community to preserve
itself, and, if the gas and oil industry doesn’t come back, inhabitants need to be prepared
to endure the hardship (“I believe that in a time that is that we’re struggling that that’s
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what we need to be doing. We need to have our food storage. We need to have water
stored. We need to be prepared.”) Note, too, how we can also see in this quote a merging
of Glenny’s LDS and gas and oil identities with her description of how people in the area
are taught to be prepared. Her discourse embodies LDS beliefs about preparedness and
family that I continue to expand upon in the next section on appeals to knowledge
of/experiences with a place through an LDS identity.
Appeals to Knowledge of/Experience with a Place through a Localized LDS Identity
As I have been discussing in previous chapters, participants identifying as
practicing Latter-day Saints largely supported fracking and framed the extraction of oil
and gas in religious terms, conceiving of the practice through the LDS belief that God
created the earth for the benefit of humans. At times, these participants employed appeals
to knowledge of/experience with a place that drew predominantly from their gas and oil
identity or their LDS identity; in other instances, their appeals demonstrated an
amalgamation of these two identities. Moreover, LDS participants’ appeals also framed
fracking as a moral issue. Supporting fracking and gas and oil development came to be
positioned as the “right” thing, the moral thing, because the town’s economy and the
modern life of its inhabitants depend on resource extraction. Indeed, for many of these
participants, it is our patriotic duty to support fracking; those individuals who desire to
see fracking banned (i.e., “treehugger environmentalists”) are framed as un-American
because they hinder the nation’s pursuit for energy independence and are considered
threats because they want to take away what participants holding a gas and oil identity
see as the life blood of the town.
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Uintah County Treasurer Wendi Long demonstrates the various positionings of
her identities in her appeals to knowledge and experience. For the past 12 years, Wendi
has held the position of County Treasurer, and her knowledge of fracking in her
community has been as heavily influenced by her work as they have been by her own
personal experiences as an inhabitant of Vernal. She explained:
I probably am not educated as much as I should be on the actual
process of fracking. I just know what I deal with on a daily basis with my
work, with the economy here. That’s what I’m basing my education off of.
I may not be very well-educated on the actual process. However, I feel
like I’m somewhat educated on how it affects our economy.
Here, Wendi speaks primarily from the position of her gas and oil identity. Her
description of her own education about fracking works in much the same was as Glenny’s
does, by binding knowledge and education about fracking to place and experience.
Wendi’s routine work collecting taxes and balancing the county’s budget immerses her in
the economic aspects of gas and oil drilling and serves as her education about fracking (“I
just know what I deal with on a daily basis with my work, with the economy here. That’s
what I’m basing my education off of.”). While she may not be very familiar with the
technical aspects of fracking (“I may not be very well-educated on the actual process.”),
she is aware of the effects that is has in her community (“However, I feel like I’m
somewhat educated on how it affects our economy.”), and this knowledge gained through
experience becomes just as important, perhaps even more so, as knowing the technical
aspects.
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When we first began talking in July of 2016, Wendi told me that the county had
“lost a billion dollars in value in our centrally assessed properties,” going from 3.9 billion
dollars at the end of 2015 to 2.7 billion at the end of 2016. This billion-dollar deficit,
Wendi said, was a direct result of the downturn in oil and gas industry, which comprises
the largest tax base in Uintah County, and hit the area’s resident very hard. During the
year that passed between our intial and follow-up interviews, Wendi said that the county
had not “los[t] more value. When the values came in, they [were] very similar to what
they were a year ago,” hinting that the severe downturn in gas and oil development the
county experienced in 2016 had “tapered out.” Still, the county was not seeing the values
begin to climb back up to pre-2016 levels. In her role as tax collector, Wendi has
personally seen how the county’s financial losses have affected people living in the area.
Knowing that “everybody is going to feel it. Everybody is going to see it,” Wendi
echoes the call I discussed above made by participants subscribing to a gas and oil
identity for increased societal awareness about how petroleum products and the industry
“touch[] everyone.” When explaining why she tended to react particularly strongly to
arguments that fracking harms the environment, she said,
Well, it’s kind of like when someone says something bad about one of
your kids. Not that that’s like my children, but you’re immediately going
to be defensive for the other side whether or not your child was guilty of
that or not. Maybe that’s kind of where my feelings are coming from. I get
a little defensive about it because I want people to understand how it really
does affect everyone, how it affects those protesters that go out there and
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protest this area or fracking or chain themselves to this equipment. In my
opinion, let’s go siphon the gas out of their car. Make them walk home.
Everybody uses this product, whether it’s in your cell phone or
your computer or your clothing or your roads or your gasoline and fuels.
All of your fuels. I like to stay warm in the winter. That comes from
somewhere. If we’re not allowed to get that product, if we’re not allowed
to extract that, then where are we going to get it? Saudi Arabia, I guess. In
my opinion, that’s not always the best choice when we have it right here in
our own country.
From the very beginning of this quotation, Wendi’s strong feelings about fracking are
abundantly clear. She begins by likening her experience with hearing insults made about
fracking to “when someone says something bad about your kids.” The relationship
between her town and the industry is so strong that it almost becomes familial as it drives
her response (“Not that that’s like my children, but you’re immediately going to be
defensive for the other side whether or not your child was guilty of that or not. Maybe
that’s kind of where my feelings are coming from.”). In this view, gas and oil drilling are
imagined as helpless and harmless and in need of protection from someone like a parent
who can swoop in and relieve the child from any harm or from being the target of abuse.
Constructed in this way, Wendi positions fracking’s supporters as saviors, battling the
verbal assaults of detractors to protect the virtue of fracking, which, seen as the area’s
livelihood and key to its success, is held as the pinnacle of goodness and decency.
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Negative statements and arguments against fracking come to be seen as
defamation of character, inciting in Wendi a desire to protect the gas and oil industry as
though it was one of her children, and, as someone who knows her child – or her town’s
primary source of revenue – best, she feels compelled to step in and defend their honor.
From Wendi’s perspective and through her particular experience as a person who
“actually live[s] in a community that is supported by this industry,” she is in a position to
best know about fracking and what it does for her community. Not only does living in a
place where fracking is ongoing shape her view of fracking, but she also uses it to shape
the place where she lives. The town of Vernal becomes defined by what happens there.
Because the community depends on the gas and oil industry for “their jobs, “their
livelihood,” and “how they are supporting their families,” it becomes one of the defining
characteristics of the place itself. Fracking happens in Vernal; therefore, fracking must
happen in Vernal. Such a view represents the recursive relationship between participants
and place because not only does the place shape Wendi’s identity, beliefs, and values, but
she then works to shape the place into something that both confirms and reaffirms her
identity, beliefs, and values. These shaping forces have become so entwined in the
formation of her understanding of and experiences with fracking that it becomes difficult
to disentangle one from the other.
Moreover, her emplaced experience of being in a fracked community significantly
shapes her view of fracking and influences her rhetorical practices toward it. In the
second paragraph of the quotation, Wendi relies on several rhetorical strategies to make
her case for fracking. First, she holds everyone, everywhere accountable by calling out
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how everyone is dependent on these products (“Everybody uses this product, whether it’s
in your cell phone or your computer or your clothing or your roads or your gasoline and
fuels. All of your fuels.”). Though she does not explicitly state it, by invoking this
universal dependency (“I want people to understand how it really does affect everyone”),
Wendi makes all people complicit in petro-chemical dependency, even (and, in her case,
especially) the protestors who come to the area to rally against fracking (“How it affects
those protesters that go out there and protest this area or fracking or chain themselves to
this equipment.”) By holding everyone responsible for our society’s dependence on
petroleum products, Wendi works to both establish the need for these products and to
portray as hypocrites those who claim to be against the oil and gas industry. Moreover, in
calling out people who protest fracking and the way in which they protest, Wendi
effectively problematizes the practices of this particular community (i.e.,
environmentalists) and makes moves to constrain this group’s ability to engage in the
rhetorical practice of protest (“In my opinion, let’s go siphon the gas out of their car.
Make them walk home.”). Her discourse works to reinforce the dominant belief that
“only certain kinds of experiences and traditions (such as [gas an oil development]) can
take root there” (Carbaugh and Cerulli 14-15) and creates a clear boundary between what
practices and traditions inhabitants holding a gas and oil identity will and will not tolerate
in their community.
She also works to connect gas and oil to her way of life as she knows it: “I like to
stay warm in the winter,” she states, linking petroleum products to comforts of modern
life that she is not willing to give up. She drives the importance of fracking home by
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deploying a popular argument among supporters, which is that fracking contributes to our
ability to reduce our dependence on foreign oil (“If we’re not allowed to get that product,
if we’re not allowed to extract that, then where are we going to get it? Saudi Arabia, I
guess. In my opinion, that’s not always the best choice when we have it right here in our
own country.”). For conservatives like Wendi who value energy independence,
supporting fracking is linked to how Americans make visible their concern and care for
the welfare of their nation and condemn the people they see as working to prevent that
independence and progress. Thus, similar to how I discussed in my above analysis of
appeals made through a gas and oil identity, fracking is again cast as a moral issue, one in
which supporters are positioned as having the best interests of their community, their
state, their nation in mind, while those who oppose fracking are positioned as enemies
who threaten the nation’s success and progress.
Wendi’s yoking of fracking to patriotism and her framing of it as a moral issue as
well as her comparison of insults about fracking being similar to insults to her children
bring into view how Wendi’s appeals to first-hand experience with fracking in her
community begin to merge with her LDS beliefs and values. Her appeals to personal
experiences and knowledges of fracking start to diverge from those made through the
dominant gas and oil identity when she deliberately connects gas and oil development to
preserving and protecting families. As she spoke about her hopes for her community, she
said:
I want my children and my grandchildren to be able to thrive here
and not have to leave the area. I want them to be able to stay here and raise
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their families here. So, I guess my hope for the future would be for them,
and for them to stay here and for them to thrive here. For them and their
families to stay would be for the economy to remain healthy. In order for
the economy to remain healthy, I think we have to have a healthy oil and
gas industry.
For now, that’s what I see. Unless other things come into this area
that don’t ... that we diversify enough way from it. At this point we’re not
there, but I think at some point in time, if we do, that would be good. I
think diversification is very good. We need more diversity in this
community. It’s just healthier for a community. But, it is what it is. And
so, my hope for the future would be for my kids and my grandkids, that
they can stay here and that they can make a living here and that they can
do well here.
Wendi’s discussion makes visible the entanglements of her LDS and gas and oil
identities. As a practicing Latter-day Saint, Wendi strongly believes in family values and
the importance of family. A 2012 Pew Research Center study exploring Mormons in
America surveyed 1,019 Mormons throughout the United States aged 18 and older and
found that “large majorities say that being a good parent (81%) and having a successful
marriage (73%) are among their most important goals in life, far surpassing the numbers
in the general public who say the same [50% and 34%, respectively]” (“Mormons in
America” 11-12, 51). The LDS website writes: “We believe the family is divine in nature
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and that God designates it as the fundamental building block of society, both on earth and
through eternity” (“What Is the Purpose of Family?”).
The LDS beliefs about the importance of family and being a good parent inform
Wendi’s discourse. Wendi’s conception of mothering has been shaped by her LDS faith,
which views one of the primary roles of wives as “tak[ing] care of the house and
children” (“Mormons in America” 53). For Wendi to be able to maintain a caretaker
relationship with her children and grandchildren, she needs for them to remain local (“I
want my children and my grandchildren to be able to thrive here and not have to leave the
area. I want them to be able to stay here and raise their families here.”). In order for her
children to stay in the area, “the economy needs to remain healthy,” and she sees gas and
oil development playing a critical role in the community’s economic health (“In order for
the economy to remain healthy, I think we have to have a healthy oil and gas industry.”).
Through Wendi’s discourse, the practice of gas and oil development is characterized as
essential, as necessary, for families to remain together and to thrive in the area. The
practice becomes entwined with LDS beliefs about family values and the importance of
family, making the two dependent on one another: to protect the importance of family,
the town needs fracking, and the town needs fracking because families need a healthy
economy to survive. While Wendi does introduce the idea that the area needs to expand
their sources of economic revenue (“I think diversification is very good. We need more
diversity in this community. It’s just healthier for a community.”), as soon as she
introduces this concept she dismisses it and loops back to her belief that gas and oil
development is the road to economic health because it has always been that way (“But, it
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is what it is.”). Her loop back to the gas and oil way of life reaffirms the town’s
dependence on the industry and brings into view the recurring relationship between
people and place, in which the dominant practices and traditions of a place shape the
beliefs and values of its inhabitants, and its inhabitants, informed by these practices and
traditions and their experiences with them, shape the place to fit their knowledges and
experiences.
Appeals to Knowledge of/Experience with A Place though an Environmentalist Identity
Through my analyses in the above sections of appeals to knowledges of and
experiences with a place employed by participants holding gas and oil and LDS identities
a clear pattern emerges: appeals made by these participants establish a hierarchical
relationship between people and place that demonstrates a human priority over the land.
Participants with these identities believed that their first-hand experiences as inhabitants
of a gas and oil town and their resulting knowledge of what fracking is and what it means
to the community provides them with the “correct” education about fracking and
positions them as authorities who know what is best for their community. These identities
recognize knowledge about fracking as that which is grounded in personal experience and
in people’s understandings of and appreciations for modern society’s petro-chemical
dependency and what it takes to obtain and maintain that standard of living. In contrast,
participants who identified with environmentalism and indigeneity tended to make
appeals to knowledges of and experiences with place that worked to link people and place
together, holding them as yoked together, not in a hierarchical relationship. Participants
holding environmentalist and Indigenous identities recognize knowledge about fracking
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as that which is fully cognizant of the ripple effects that gas and oil development have in
the natural world. Their appeals tended to invoke calls for ecological thinking and
condemned those lacking this knowledge as lazy thinkers, ignorant and, in some cases, as
I will show through Tom’s discourse, willfully ignorant and immoral. In this section, I
attend to appeals made through the environmentalist identity and move on to appeals
made through an Indigenous identity in the next section.
As I discussed above in my analysis of quoted material from Wendi, the fracking
discourse of LDS participants demonstrates a fusing of fracking and family in their belief
that the community needs a booming gas and oil industry because it helps keep families
together. From his position as an environmentalist, Chad’s beliefs in protecting wild
lands and natural habitats and his biocentric orientation toward the natural world were in
direct conflict with this LDS belief. In the following quotation, Chad draws from his own
experiences and knowledges as a former practicing Mormon and as a resident of the area
to offer insight into what he sees as the negative consequences of increased population
and gas and oil booms in the area:
People think it’s going to all just be everybody in this area is going
to suddenly get work from it, and they don’t think about companies
bringing in people from other places. And, it’s not going to all just be local
economic boom, but it’s going to be a lot of people coming in from other
places.
And then that, which is an interesting argument you can make, too,
is that I know from people I know who work in the oil and gas industry
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that a lot of their coworkers who are coming to do those jobs are a lot
different background, culturally or whatever. And, as far as some of the
people I’ve talked to from this area, they’re shocked by some of the ... I
mean, the language or the lifestyle choices, alcohol and drugs and
pornography and stuff. One of the guys was saying that working in the oil
and gas, that he would get bombarded with texts from people sending him
pornographic images and stuff. And he’s saying, “I don’t want to see that
stuff.” That’s kind of some of the culture that he was seeing from the oil
field. So, I think it’s interesting that people ... their culture, it’s like, “Oh,
we need progress” and stuff, but they don’t think about that. It’s also
promoting things that don’t fit your culture.
It also causes issues with when there’s a boom and then the hotels
are all full and housing, rental goes up and everything. It’s harder to find a
place to stay, and people don’t really think enough about the downsides
with that kind of thing.
There are actually consequences to booms as well.
Yeah, there are some negatives that come from that. The influences
that are coming into the area from outside that are ... It’s kind of like,
they’ll use their cultural or religious beliefs to promote stuff like that,
having the development stuff. But then they don’t really acknowledge that
it’s also bringing in things that contradict with their beliefs and
background. Another thing I think is that, and I have ... Actually, this is an
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argument I’ve had before, actually with a person from the Chamber of
Commerce.
We had a discussion about, she’s saying, “Well, we need jobs for
young people in the area who want to live here ...” Well, even an argument
my dad makes is that people want their kids to stay in the area here and
have work because they want to have them stay in this rural area, but then
my dad’s even said, “If all their kids all stay here and all their kids stay
here, it’s not going to stay a rural area.” Which I use as an argument for
not having so many kids, but that’s part of culture, too ... It’s kind of like
have your cake and eat it, too.
They all want to have a lot of kids. I’m generalizing when I say
“all,” but a lot of people want to have a lot of kids, big families. They
want their kids to stay around and for them to have big families, and they
want them to live in this environment, and they’re not thinking about if
they all stay, like it’s not going to be a rural community anymore. It’s
going to be a big urban thing, and you’re not going to have the clean air
and you’re not going to have enough water and all that stuff. But, people
don’t tend to think about – I don’t think people think through the issues
enough. They want to just go with simplistic answers and thoughts.
From his position as inhabitant, Chad experiences the area as, first and foremost, a rural
place. For him, the dispersed population, visible countryside, rustic simplicity, and
relative closeness of community members are what make the area feel like home to him.
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Thus, he takes the LDS claim about needing the industry to keep families intact and
financially secure and flips it, revealing that holding such a belief actually contributes to
the potential destruction of the very rural community that people know and love about the
area (“They want their kids to stay around and for them to have big families, and they
want them to live in this environment, and they’re not thinking about if they all stay, like
it’s not going to be a rural community anymore. It’s going to be a big urban thing”). For
Chad, gas and oil booms and their resulting population growth are antithetical to the
area’s maintaining its rural characteristics. In his experience, LDS inhabitants seem to
want the impossibility of being able to “have [their] cake and eat it, too,” and his
discourse calls out this contradictory thinking: Latter-day Saints value the community for
its ruralness because it fosters an environment where their culture and beliefs, especially
beliefs about the importance of family, can flourish; but, in their efforts to, as Wendi said,
keep the economy “healthy” by way of “a healthy oil and gas industry,” so that they can
keep families together and encourage people’s children and grandchildren to remain in
the area, they will eventually destroy the very environment that they value.
Moreover, Chad’s appeals to his first-hand experiences draw attention to how
booms disrupt the very culture and way of life of the LDS community in that they bring
with them a host of beliefs, values, and practices that do not align with LDS beliefs,
values, and practices (“as far as some of the people I’ve talked to from this area, they’re
shocked by some of the ... I mean, the language or the lifestyle choices, alcohol and drugs
and pornography and stuff. One of the guys was saying that working in the oil and gas,
that he would get bombarded with texts from people sending him pornographic images
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and stuff. And he’s saying, “I don’t want to see that stuff.” That’s kind of some of the
culture that he was seeing from the oil field.”). In drawing from his own experiences to
make visible this clash between gas and oil and LDS cultures, Chad overtly appeals to his
own knowledge that has been gleaned from people he knows with ties to the gas and oil
industry (“I know from people I know who work in the oil and gas industry that a lot of
their coworkers who are coming to do those jobs are a lot different background, culturally
or whatever.”). This discursive move works to strengthen his own credibility by bringing
in viewpoints from the opposition to serve as grounds for reconsidering the benefits of
booms. Chad’s depiction also makes visible additional contradictions he sees in LDS
thought and action (“they’ll use their cultural or religious beliefs to promote stuff like
that, having the development stuff. But then they don’t really acknowledge that it’s also
bringing in things that contradict with their beliefs and background.”). In the same way
he highlighted the incongruity of the LDS belief that gas and oil development is
necessary for people’s families to stay and thrive in the rural area, he reveals here that the
very industry they deem as necessary to maintain their LDS culture and beliefs actually
works against them by bringing in contradictory beliefs and values that threaten their way
of life. However, as Chad points out, they “don’t really acknowledge that it’s also
bringing in things that contradict with their beliefs and background.” In so doing, he
draws attention to Latter-day Saints’ inability to recognize the contradictory nature of
their own beliefs.
As an example, we can recall Glenny’s statement from earlier in my analysis:
“We’re hurt really hard here because we boomed. We had it, milk and honey here. Now
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we’re hurting.” In sharing her personal experience with economic hardship, Glenny
frames a gas and oil boom as a time of “milk and honey,” when industry jobs and
financial security are abundant in the community. Here, we cannot help but notice how
religion and fracking are again fused, as industry is cast into the role of Moses who
“bring[s the community] up out of the affliction […] unto a land flowing with milk and
honey” (King James Bible, Exodus 3:17). Yet, if we consider this statement in light of
Chad’s criticisms, we can envision an underside to Glenny’s view that the community is
hurting now because the boom has ended. Chad would point out that the “hurting” was
there all along, not in the form of economic hardship, but as moral and cultural strains on
the LDS community. This kind of hurting, however, likely went unacknowledged by
people like Glenny because it was eclipsed by the wealth and employment “flowing” like
“milk and honey” from the industry into the area’s economy.
Furthermore, as an environmentalist, Chad’s allegiances lie with protecting the
integrity and longevity of the area’s wild lands and natural habitats. Through his
experiences and knowledge gained from his work as a high school science teacher and
conducting field work for various agencies and organizations, Chad has developed a solid
background in science and scientific processes. He draws from his awareness of
ecological systems to point out the dangers of increased populations in rural communities
and booming gas and oil development (“you’re not going to have the clean air, and
you’re not going to have enough water and all that stuff.”) Once again, he criticizes the
LDS community for not being able to think ecologically, to comprehend the ways in
which their beliefs about keeping family close and their desires for economic health have
300

ripple effects into the natural world (“But, people don’t tend to think about – I don’t think
people think through the issues enough. They want to just go with simplistic answers and
thoughts.”). His discourse effectively dismantles the hierarchical relationship imposed by
gas and oil and LDS identities that positions humans over the land and instead links
humans and land together in an intricate web of connectivity. His appeal, grounded in his
own ecological knowledge, brings to the surface the often conveniently overlooked yet
undeniably destructive ways in which human actions can tug, pull, rip, and rend the
delicate strands connecting them to nature. This kind of ecological thinking that directs
attention outward toward humans’ effects on and in nature represents the inverse of the
gas and oil and LDS concept of petro-chemical entanglements, which is human-centered
and orients attention to nature as a resource designed by God for sustaining and
maintaining human life.
Local paleontologist and environmentalist Dale Gray echoes Chad’s concerns
about the downside of gas and oil booms and promotes similar ecological awareness of
fracking’s effects:
The idea of the fracking has ... It’s an incredible technology, and it
has made huge advances in providing fossil fuels. But, that it is a boon to
the economy. Well, in one area it’s a boon to the economy, but it’s also a
drag on the economy, when you consider all the environmental effects.
And a lot of, when it comes to fracking, a lot of things are dismissed.
About the gasses that are released, the water that gets polluted. Those are
the costs that they tend not to include when they talk about fracking.
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They’re not telling you the whole, complete story. Yeah. Those arguments
are important to me.
You mentioned they’re not telling people “the whole, complete
story.” Why do you think they’re not telling the whole, complete story?
Because they have a certain view that they want to get out there,
and they don’t want ... They’re not being paid to give you the full view
because they’re being paid to push their product. And, the means they use
to get that product out there. And, of course, they’re not going to tell you
the other side. So, you have to go to other sources, mostly academic
sources, to see the other side of the picture.
One thing that almost causes me to yell at TV is some of the
commercials they have about oil and gas. They’re going to space on oil
and gas! And, I was like, “They don’t run the rockets on oil. It’s hydrogen
and oxygen!” And, they’re kind of giving the impression that, yeah, this
oil is going up into space! Well, there’s little parts of the space craft that
are made of oil, sure. But, it’s not the main fuel to get you out of here. It’s
all oxygen and hydrogen that are getting you out of here.
And, they make it seem like it’s the perfect stuff, and it’s good for
the economy, and it gives people jobs. But, it doesn’t talk about the people
that are dying from cancers, and lung cancers, and kids that don’t grow up,
and forests that are denuded because of the accidents, and water that’s
polluted. Yeah. They just don’t give you the complete story. And, until
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you get the complete story, then you have to decide, does the good
outweigh the bad? And, which side you’re on. I guess that’s what the
whole thing’s about.
As Dale engages the issue of fracking’s effects, he employs numerous appeals to
knowledges of and experiences with a place. His wealth of scientific knowledge as a
paleontologist and his experiences of boom-bust cycles as an inhabitant of Vernal
combine as he challenges beliefs held by gas and oil and LDS identities that gas and oil
booms are times of “milk and honey” in the community and subsequently directs
attention outward to environmental consequences of fracking (“But, that it is a boon to
the economy. Well, in one area it’s a boon to the economy, but it’s also a drag on the
economy, when you consider all the environmental effects.”). Dale’s discourse reflects a
trend in dominant discourses of fracking to frame the issue in terms of a cost-benefit
analysis, which weighs the economic benefits against the environmental costs of
fracking. (“And a lot of, when it comes to fracking, a lot of things are dismissed. About
the gasses that are released, the water that gets polluted. Those are the costs that they tend
not to include when they talk about fracking. They’re not telling you the whole, complete
story.”). In casting the issue in this way, Dale effectively situates the environmental costs
above any economic benefits the technology can provide. For Dale, coming from his
position as an environmentalist who desires to protect the natural world from human
harms, the idea of the technology might be innovative and, as he indicated in his
Background Questionnaire, enables the “production of fuels until a better solution” is
developed “It’s an incredible technology, and it has made huge advances in providing
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fossil fuels.”). However, the actual practice of fracking in its implementation does far
more harm to humans and the environment than Dale is willing to sacrifice in the name
of, to use Wendi’s term, “economic health.” In addition to positioning environmental
health over economic health, his discourse also works to correct what he sees as a
problem in industry representations of fracking, that is, “They’re not telling you the
whole, complete story.” By naming the problems in a voice grounded in scientific
education, Dale effectively indicts the industry for only wanting to show the positives
associated with fracking and works to make real what he sees as the unavoidable and
undeniable environmental consequences to the process.
Moreover, what is interesting about Dale’s appeals here is that the place he is
invoking is not the Vernal area itself; rather, his invocation of place is that of the broader
natural world, of which Vernal is a part. Dale’s discourse prompts us to consider the
world in terms of connectedness, to understand how Vernal is only a small part of a much
larger ecological system, and the practices of gas and oil development in the area have
public health and environmental consequences that radiate outwards into the world at
large (“it [the industry] doesn’t talk about the people that are dying from cancers, and
lung cancers, and kids that don’t grow up, and forests that are denuded because of the
accidents, and water that’s polluted.”). Like Chad, Dale’s appeal his knowledge of
fracking’s ecological entanglements challenges the anthropocentric concept of petrochemical entanglements advocated by gas and oil and LDS identities, instead guiding our
attention outward, attuning us to the “entangled relations” between humans and the
environment and positioning people and place in a web of connectivity.
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Furthermore, as Dale makes clear, the gas and oil industry takes steps to actively
downplay fracking’s environmental effects (“They just don’t give you the complete
story.”) by framing fracking as a saving grace for America’s energy and economic
problems (“they make it seem like it’s the perfect stuff, and it’s good for the economy,
and it gives people jobs.”). As a result of the industry’s rosy depiction of fracking, people
are ill-equipped to make informed decisions about where they stand on the issue (“And,
until you get the complete story, then you have to decide, does the good outweigh the
bad? And, which side you’re on. I guess that’s what the whole thing’s about.”). His
discourse brings into view the larger system of practice used by industry to promote
ignorance and manufacture doubt about fracking’s environmental consequences (“they
have a certain view that they want to get out there, and they don’t want ... They’re not
being paid to give you the full view because they’re being paid to push their product.
And, the means they use to get that product out there. And, of course, they’re not going to
tell you the other side.”). For Dale, knowledges gained from first-hand experiences with
fracking that are valued by gas and oil and LDS identities are not sufficient enough to
make informed decisions because they do not provide a balanced view of the issue;
rather, academic sources geared towards presenting both sides of the issue provide the
kind of education that Dale considers to necessary in order to fully understand the
subject’s depth and complexity (“you have to go to other sources, mostly academic
sources, to see the other side of the picture.”).
Greg’s discourse serves as further insight into Dale’s belief that the industry is not
providing the public with “the complete story” through his engagement with the
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tendencies of supporters like Wendi to intertwine fracking with patriotism and
nationalism. The result of this fusion is that the controversy over fracking becomes
framed as
a matter of national security. [intonation shift] “If you don’t
support fracking right now, then you’re not patriotic. You want us to be
dependent on Saudi Arabia. You want us to be dependent on countries that
fund or harbor terrorists. You’re not a patriotic American if you don’t
want us to be energy independent. You’re not worried about our safety.
You’re a very naive person.”
So, it’s kind of this shaming, this nationalist shaming of “You have
to support this. It’s your duty to support this industry because it’s a matter
of national security, and if you don’t support that, you’re un-American.
You’re unpatriotic.” So, it’s a lot of guilting going on there as well.
A lot of it is, they prey on ... and the politicians do this a lot. I see
it more from the politicians than the industry leaders. But, it’s the
politicians who are, if you literally just look at the numbers, are funded by
the industry. So, they’re almost one in the same at this point. The
arguments that they give are very anti-establishment. They prey on
people’s ignorance. They maliciously prey on people’s innocent but
unfortunate ignorance.
And they just get people convinced, and we see it with so many
issues. A lot of them get bundled – a lot of them all occur at the same
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time, with the same groups of people. [intonation shift] “Anything the
establishment says, they’re just trying to trick you. Anything the big
government says, just trying to trick you. Anything these environmental
groups say, or the Democrats say, that Obama says, they’re just trying to
trick you because they got their agenda, they got these secretive plans,
they’re conniving people. Don’t buy it. Don’t buy it. They’re just trying to
take away your jobs, your guns, your whatever. Don’t buy into any of it.”
The scary thing about that is it takes people’s reasoning abilities
away, and people just kind of have this gate, as to what they believe and
what they don’t. And if it’s coming from a source that already agrees with
them and is anti-establishment like they are, they’ll believe it. And if it
comes from mainstream science and mainstream politics or the Left, or the
other side, they automatically write it off regardless of the validity of that
argument. They’ll believe something from Joe Schmoe’s news blog, and
they’ll completely discredit something from the New York Times or The
Guardian. Because that’s the establishment, and they’ve been convinced
that it’s lying to them.
That honestly is not even necessarily an argument that people
make, but it’s just a training, a conditioning that people get into. They kind
of breed that distrust of the establishment. And once they do that, they
don’t really need to make any arguments because once people are trained
to believe everything from a certain group of people and disbelieve
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everything else, you’re set. You can say anything you want because they’ll
believe it.
At the time of our interview, Greg has only been living in Vernal for a year, and his
experiences in the community were as that of an outsider. His identity was not tied to the
community’s dominant vision of Vernal as embodying a gas and oil way of life, and he
lacked the first-hand experiences with the town’s boom-bust cycle. Through his criticism
of and explanation for the framing of fracking as “a matter of national security,” Greg’s
discourse employs appeals to the experiences of others, namely supporters of gas and oil
development, like those he had encountered in Vernal, that he believes have been duped
by the industry. In so doing, he draws attention to the gas and oil industry’s dissemination
of questionable knowledge that he considers a form of manipulation and exploitation of
the American public (“They prey on people’s ignorance. They maliciously prey on
people’s innocent but unfortunate ignorance.”). As Dale pointed out above, because the
industry does not provide the “whole, complete story” and instead focuses on the benefits
that fracking can provide for society, the public is not sufficiently educated enough to
make informed decisions about fracking’s consequences. Greg categorizes these halfstories as campaigns of misinformation that are purposefully and “maliciously”
implemented by industry and government. For Greg, these campaigns are outright abuses
of people’s ignorance, and he holds the industry and politicians responsible for the
ensuing crime of breeding distrust toward what he considers to be credible, scientific
sources of knowledge regarding fracking (“the New York Times or The Guardian”). Here,
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Greg’s depiction brings into view the larger systems of practice used by the gas and oil
industry and politicians to misrepresent fracking
Greg’s first-hand experience as a journalist has familiarized him with this longemployed strategy of the gas and oil industry to deliberately “prey on people’s”
ignorance and to sow seeds of doubt into the public consciousness in an effort to discredit
detractors and essentially strip the anti-gas and oil movement of its rhetorical power. By
“breed[ing] that distrust of the establishment” the wheels are set in motion to produce
people’s immediate distrust of individuals and groups that speak out against fracking,
especially those labeled as environmentalists. We can see the influences of this strategy
tagging along in the fracking discourses of participants holding gas and oil and LDS
identities. Their extreme distrust of “tree-huggers” and their deep-rooted convictions that
protestors are paid and that environmentalists want to strip the town of its economic
security serve as testaments to just how successfully industry and industry-funded
politicians and scientists have manufactured doubt and used uncertainty as a rhetorical
tool (“it’s just a training, a conditioning that people get into. […] once people are trained
to believe everything from a certain group of people and disbelieve everything else,
you’re set. You can say anything you want because they’ll believe it.”).
Tom’s discussion of his own personal experience with people who have worked
in the oil and gas industry takes the issue of ignorance that I have been discussing in
Greg’s discourse a step further by casting it as “willful” and designating it a clear breech
of morality:
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I’ve known people who’ve worked in the oil patch. People who were
geologists for Chevron, for instance, that I used to have a relationship
with, and I still know them, but we’ve gotten pretty distant. One of my
fantasies is, I’d like to go to one of these intelligent people. College
educated, very sharp, middle-management in Chevron, for instance, and
say, “Do you have any heartburn about the stuff that’s going on that
centers around the industry that you have made your living off of?” It’s
not so much that I want to accuse them, because everybody’s complicit,
you know, when you drive a truck. But, their paycheck was tied to that
industry, and I just wondered if any part of their brain that they didn’t let
out during their work day rebelled against this, or realized that, “Yeah,
these Enviros, these Greenies, are right. This industry is not doing the
planet any good.”
Because they’re so smart. I find it hard to understand how
intelligent people could be in a position where they deny global warming,
for instance, but there are some. I don’t understand. Willful ignorance. I
think that we really have drifted, and it’s really increased in Trump’s
tenure, to a place where people really don’t believe in objective truth
anymore. They pick and choose what they want to be true, and that’s what
they hold to with religious fervor, and they’re willfully ignorant. They will
not allow that first principle to be contradicted. They’re so emotionally
invested. It’s like an article of faith that global warming is ridiculous, and
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God’s gonna take care of things. God is in control anyway. It’s gonna be
okay. That drives me crazy, because willful ignorance ... I posted this on
Facebook. I try to be witty on Facebook, like everyone does, but I don’t
know, theologically, if there’s such a thing as the hotter seats in Hell. But,
I would like to think, just as a metaphor, that some really hot seats are in
Hell for people who choose to be willfully ignorant when something that
serious is at stake. I find that unpardonable when you’re dealing with
humanity’s destiny. I think that a lot of people are there.
How does that make you feel? The fact that this willful ignorance
has become so commonplace?
Let’s see ... I fault them, as it’s not ignorance. Ignorance is not
offensive. It means that people have not been taught something or have
not learned something, and it’s not their fault. But, if you suspect that
something is true, but just because it’s not congenial to your political
beliefs, so you just wave it away and choose to believe something you
know is false, I think it doesn’t matter what philosophical or religious
background you come from. You’re supposed to be having allegiance to
the truth. It’s like people no longer do, and that offends me on moral
grounds. Because you could be an Atheist, or an Agnostic, or a Buddhist,
or a Christian, or a Jew, or a Muslim. But, I think everybody should have
an allegiance to what’s true, as far as you can find out what’s true. If you
abandon that instead and your allegiance is to a political philosophy, and
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you’re gonna waive off other things that can be demonstrated with a high
degree of certainty because it doesn’t fit your political philosophy, that to
me is grossly immoral.
In the beginning of the above quote, Tom employs an appeal to his own first-hand
experiences with employees of the gas and oil industry (“I’ve known people who’ve
worked in the oil patch. People who were geologists for Chevron, for instance, that I used
to have a relationship with, and I still know them, but we’ve gotten pretty distant.”). His
appeal, as it did with Chad, works to bolster Tom’s credibility through association with
the opposition. He is careful to discursively construct a clear boundary between himself
and the industry people he knows: they are cast as people Tom “used to have a
relationship with” but from whom he has become “pretty distant,” despite “still
know[ing] them.” Characterizing his relationship with these individuals in this way
allows Tom to enforce a clear demarcation between himself and the beliefs and values he
holds as an environmentalist and the pro-gas and oil beliefs and values likely held by his
industry acquaintances. In simultaneously locating himself as an acquaintance (albeit
distant) of industry employees and as an environmentalist, Tom essentially straddles both
sides of the issue and places himself in a position where he has the authority to speak
about and to render moral judgements regarding the beliefs and actions of the gas and oil
industry and the people who work in it – and judge he does.
Whereas Greg discursively characterized people’s ignorance as “innocent” but
“unfortunate” and ultimately without intent, Tom’s discourse makes a clear distinction
between this kind of ignorance (“Ignorance is not offensive. It means that people have
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not been taught something or have not learned something, and it’s not their fault.”) and
what he views as ignorance with an intent to blatantly deny reality because it conflicts
with particular belief and value systems (“They pick and choose what they want to be
true, and that’s what they hold to with religious fervor, and they’re willfully ignorant.
They will not allow that first principle to be contradicted. […] you suspect that something
is true, but just because it’s not congenial to your political beliefs, so you just wave it
away and choose to believe something you know is false”). For Tom, this willful
ignorance is actionable on moral grounds, and he positions fracking as a moral issue that
brings into view larger issues of climate change and the future of the earth. His discourse
draws attention to how his allegiances are firmly oriented to the environment, to “truth,”
and to an ethic of care for land and life.
In fact, Tom directly engages the call for an awareness of petro-chemical
entanglements made by participants holding gas and oil and LDS identities; however,
where these participants believed that such an awareness would make people realize the
error of their anti-gas and oil ways and turn them into allies, Tom’s discourse reveals that
his awareness doesn’t matter. He acknowledges his own complicity in society’s
dependence on petro-chemicals (“It’s not so much that I want to accuse them, because
everybody’s complicit, you know, when you drive a truck.”), but his awareness only
works to strengthen his own convictions as an environmentalist that this dependence is
devastating to the natural world. It also reaffirms his belief that people who willfully
ignore real-world problems like climate change – problems that pose enormous and
devastating consequences to “humanity’s destiny” – deserve especially “hot seats in
313

Hell” for their “grossly immoral” actions. Ultimately, Tom’s discourse, like that of Chad,
Dale, and Greg, not only positions ecological thinking, scientific knowledge, and
academic sources as avenues to obtain the “correct” education about fracking and its
effects, but it also directs our thoughts outward to the delicate web of connectivity
between human actions and environmental consequences.
Appeals to Knowledge of/Experience with a Place through an Indigenous Identity
I have been discussing the criticisms of gas and oil and LDS identities made
manifest in appeals to knowledge of and experiences with a place though an
environmentalist identity. I turn now to my final discussion of these appeals made
through an indigenous identity. Forrest’s indigenous perspective aligns with the
environmentalist perspectives discussed above on several points, specifically his beliefs
about the dangerous human and environmental consequences of ignorance and the
importance of ecological thinking. In contrast to environmentalist participants who
tended to call for education about fracking that is derived from scientific and academic
sources, Forrest advocated a need for critical thinking that would help people move away
from conceiving things in “black and white,” and instead help people to develop a more
multifaceted, dynamic vision of the world. Moreover, as I have been discussing in the
previous two chapters, Forrest’s appeals to knowledges of and experiences with a place,
grounded in his indigeneity, continue to bring into view the ways in which his people
suffered and continue to suffer as a result from the oppressive and destructive treatment
by the United States government and Mormon pioneers.
Forrest engaged the issue of ignorance and the consequences it yields:
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It’s challenging to all of us. But at some point, I think people will
come to see that. We’re all human beings. At some point, we have to
realize that. We all make mistakes. But, it’s like we’re careless. We’re
harming the earth too much these days. And we’re harming ourselves, and
that’s just simple, pure fact. We’re harming ourselves, and we’re
rationalizing, we’re tolerating it.
We’re saying, “Well, I’m making too much money, and I’m
having too much fun right now. So, don’t bother me with pollution.”
So, do you think that there is an awareness of the harm, but then a
kind of a justification for it?
It’s being quashed by the political establishment that’s in power
right now. Trump has put in a former governor of Texas who is an enemy
to environmentalists. And in education, he’s putting in someone who’s an
enemy of the public education. So, he’s really, to me, the closest
description of Satan, of someone who’s out to destroy all of God’s
creation.
Because that’s how you do it. You promote ignorance and then you
destroy the earth. To me, there has to be some sacred intervention here,
and I think that right now the dark side has the power and the influence in
this country. You see this also by the way Evangelicals are reacting.
You have fundamentalists that are attaching themselves to that, and
they do that in the name of Christianity, and they don’t have the first clue.
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Because that’s not what Jesus stood for. Jesus is not for destruction of the
earth, violence, destruction of all living things. Jesus is the opposite,
promoting light and life, knowledge, education, growth, development,
love.
So, I don’t understand why people can’t see that. I think it’s
because the profit, money. And the wealthy class has so much power and
influence. They’ve been able to stratify the poor, and get them to fight
amongst each other, and fight amongst the middle classes.
In this quotation, Forrest begins by drawing attention to the element of relationality that
exists between humans and the environment by calling out the lack of care in human
thoughts and behaviors that are creating harmful and destructive consequences for both
humans and nature (“But, it’s like we’re careless. We’re harming the earth too much
these days. And we’re harming ourselves, and that’s just simple, pure fact. We’re
harming ourselves, and we’re rationalizing, we’re tolerating it.”). His indigenous
orientation to the world instills in him a sense of connectedness to the earth and the desire
to maintain that connectivity through an ethic of care toward the land and all that lives
within it. His depiction reveals his concern that this ethic of care is not universally
practiced. Instead, people should be aware of the ways in which their actions are causing
harm to the environment. Only, as Forrest makes explicit, we are not (“We’re saying,
‘Well, I’m making too much money, and I’m having too much fun right now. So, don’t
bother me with pollution.’”).
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Participants holding gas and oil and LDS identities engaged in a similar line of
thinking when they advocated for an awareness of petro-chemical entanglements. We can
recall from my earlier discussion of LDS appeals to knowledges and experiences of place
how Wendi insisted that all humans, especially environmentalists who protest gas and oil
development, need to be aware of the dependence they have on petroleum products to
maintain their current standards of living (“I get a little defensive about it because I want
people to understand how it really does affect everyone.”) For Wendi, who is influenced
by the combination of her gas and oil and LDS identities, holding everyone equally
complicit in perpetuating petro-chemical dependency should serve as more than sufficient
evidence to justify our nation’s need for fracking to fuel our modern lives. Moreover,
embedded in Wendi’s discourse is the idea that alerting fracking’s detractors to their
hypocritical thinking should be enough to make them realize the errors of their ways and
eventually result in a major perspective shift from detractor to supporter.
Here, Forrest’s discourse has the reverse effect. He orients our attention to the
relational connection that humans have with the land to emphasize the harm we are doing
to the earth and to ourselves in our quest to preserve our modern world. He does not insist
that we see things like him; instead, he is hopeful that, though this realization will be
difficult for us to make, we will eventually gain this understanding in time (“It’s
challenging to all of us. But at some point, I think people will come to see that. We’re all
human beings. At some point, we have to realize that. We all make mistakes.”). Forrest’s
discourse makes visible the inextricable link between human actions and environmental
destruction and situates humans and nature in a web of relations. In so doing, he invites
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humans to reconsider the ways in which the nation’s dominant practices and traditions of
mineral extraction threaten to obliterate the delicate balance between humans and nature.
From his perspective as an American Indian, Forrest considers preserving these relations
to be one of humanity’s primary responsibilities. As I discussed in Chapter 4, “the Utes
believe that each person is connected to the spirit of all living things. This connection
makes humans responsible to the earth and all of its creations” (Duncan 218). In this
relational view of the world, humans need to attend to the natural world with care and
respect, with balance and foresight and serves as the “sacred intervention” Forrest deems
necessary to essentially save humanity from itself (“To me, there has to be some sacred
intervention here.”). Only, we are not taking the long-view of our actions; we are only
seeing what is happening and what we need in the moment. His emphasis on his
indigenous concept of relationality invites questioning of the ways humans interact with
the earth and presents challenges to beliefs about using the land solely for human benefit
held by the participants with dominant gas and oil and LDS identities.
Moreover, his discourse indicates that Americans – especially the current
government administration and its fundamentalist Christian supporters who have made
theologically questionable commitments in service to capitalistic ends at the expense of
the environment (“You have fundamentalists that are attaching themselves to that [the
Trump administration], and they do that in the name of Christianity, and they don’t have
the first clue. Because that’s not what Jesus stood for. Jesus is not for destruction of the
earth, violence, destruction of all living things.”) – must undergo a major ideological shift
that will orient them to what Forrest believes is the proper way to follow the Creator’s
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teachings (“Jesus is the opposite, promoting light and life, knowledge, education, growth,
development, love.”). And, as Forrest makes clear, humanity’s blindness and ignorance
toward the indigenous concept of relationality and toward the future consequences of our
present actions – ignorance that is being encouraged and exploited by the current
administration (“the dark side”) – is heralding the very destruction of the planet (“You
promote ignorance and then you destroy the earth.”). Forrest’s depictions of government
corruption and religious fundamentalism offer further insight to larger, systemic
problems of social stratification and inequality that influence the area’s support for gas
and oil development. He metes out harsh criticism for what he categorizes as strategic
social inequality enforced by the wealthy and the powerful as a means to promote strife
among America’s poor and middle classes in order to maintain that wealth and power
over the people (“I think it’s because the profit, money. And the wealthy class has so
much power and influence. They’ve been able to stratify the poor, and get them to fight
amongst each other, and fight amongst the middle classes.”).
Forrest spoke candidly about his understanding of the role that poverty plays as
one of the primary driving forces for the widespread support of gas and oil development
in the area:
And the sad thing, the sad part of this whole thing is that poverty is
a very painful thing. And that’s what’s driving the poor people to support
the oil and gas industry is because they’re so poor, and they suffer so
much from their poverty that oil and gas is like a life saver. It’s the only
hope for them. And it sets everything up for confrontation.
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Because immediately, you say the word “environmentalist,” you
might as well say “communist” or “Nazi.” Because it’s a word that people
react to as a threat to their pocket books. So, that’s the terrible thing about
poverty. It’s very painful for people, and a lot of people in the Basin here
suffer from poverty. Poor white folks in particular. They suffer the most.
And the oil and gas industry has really neutralized a lot of the poverty and
made them highly supportive.
Forrest’s appeals to his knowledge and experience of the Uinta Basin direct attention to
how the widespread problem of poverty shapes the determination of many people in the
area to support gas and oil development (“the sad part of this whole thing is that poverty
is a very painful thing. And that’s what’s driving the poor people to support the oil and
gas industry is because they’re so poor, and they suffer so much from their poverty that
oil and gas is like a life saver.”). Forrest’s appeals to his experiences also draw attention
to how poverty is connected to the extreme distrust and condemnation of
environmentalism in the area in the area (“Because immediately, you say the word
“environmentalist,” you might as well say “communist” or “Nazi.” Because it’s a word
that people react to as a threat to their pocket books. So, that’s the terrible thing about
poverty. It’s very painful for people, and a lot of people in the Basin here suffer from
poverty.”). We can connect this back to Greg’s earlier indictment of industry and
politicians as purposely “prey[ing] on people’s ignorance.” The poor people can’t see the
problems because they are blinded by their poverty; the gas and oil industry can see it,
though, and takes calculated steps to associate fracking with jobs and to tout the
320

economic stability it can bring to struggling communities all the while working to deflect
attention from the host of environmental problems associated with it in order to maintain
their hold over the poor (“And the oil and gas industry has really neutralized a lot of the
poverty and made them highly supportive.”) The gas and oil industry’s efforts to cast
environmentalists as threats to economic health and national security for wanting to
protect land from misuse and abuse from excessive gas and oil development essentially
“neutralizes” their rhetorical power and characterizes them as enemies of progress. Once
this categorization becomes mainstream through the industry’s powerful voices, then the
rest will fall into place because the people’s poverty and the strains of that poverty will
motivate them to do whatever they can to keep the tradition of gas and oil development
alive and thriving in their communities.
Forrest feels a deep sadness for the place in which he lives, a sadness that is not
only directed toward the people of the Uinta Basin, but also, and especially, toward his
own people in the Ute community. In talking about his personal experiences with the
suffering that displacement and poverty have wrought on the Ute Tribe, Forrest said:
Well, the trauma is manifested in other ways, but we can’t make
the connection. But, we’ve learned about historic trauma, and that it
contributes to a lot of addictions, a lot of abnormal behavior, destructive
behavior. We have dysfunctional families. Things like that. Social
problems.
Do you experience that a lot on this reservation?
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Oh, yeah. Yeah. Lots of alcoholism. Used to be alcoholism, now
it’s alcohol and drugs. And so, it’s, you couple that with the money, very
destructive. We’re losing a lot of our young people to drugs. Alcohol and
drugs, violence. Very destructive.
You mentioned that oil and gas is the primary way of making
money on the reservation. How does that make you feel?
Well, it’s a blessing and a curse.
How so?
We benefit financially. But, again, it’s destructive to the
environment, and it’s destructive to certain families who become
dependent upon it and don’t use the money wisely. It’s contributed to
greed. It’s contributed to criminal behavior, and all kinds of problems.
How does all of this make you feel?
Terrible. It makes me feel bad for them. But for me, I have
principles that I live around, so does my son and his family. So, we’re
okay. We avoid the pitfalls. But I feel bad for my people because I just see
them suffering from all kinds of maladies: poor leadership, waste of
money and resources.
Forrest’s discourse raises the issue of “historic trauma,” once again bringing into view
past and present practices of colonialism and the painful and destructive effects it has
inflicted and continues to inflict on the lives of indigenous peoples (“we’ve learned about
historic trauma, and that it contributes to a lot of addictions, a lot of abnormal behavior,
322

destructive behavior. We have dysfunctional families. Things like that. Social
problems.”). His appeals to his own personal experiences with the negative effects of gas
and oil development on the reservation (“it’s destructive to the environment, and it’s
destructive to certain families who become dependent upon it and don’t use the money
wisely. It’s contributed to greed. It’s contributed to criminal behavior, and all kinds of
problems.”) serve as foils for the appeals of participants holding gas and oil identities
who used their first-hand experiences to portray times of flourishing gas and oil
development as times of great economic prosperity in the community. Fracking, Forrest’s
discourse reveals, is not necessarily the key to happiness and health, as its proponents
paint it out to be; there are dark, dangerous consequences to humans and the environment
that stem from gas and oil booms. Forrest’s experiences with some of these negative
consequences in his Ute community draw attention to larger issues of environmental,
social, and economic harms that extractive industries inflict on indigenous communities.
Instances of land grabs, increased pollution, and escalated instances of violent crimes
against indigenous women living in areas near fracking boomtowns (Ruddell et al. 2014;
O’Connor 2017; Thompson, G. 2016) are but a few examples of the numerous issues
facing Native communities with boom and bust oil economies. In directing attention to
the social and cultural tolls of gas and oil development on his reservation, Forrest’s
appeals also work to make visible the underside of booms that go unacknowledged by
LDS participants who instead focus solely on fracking’s economic benefits and its ability
to support LDS family values, as Chad pointed out earlier.
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As he talked about his concerns over fundamentalist Christians’
misinterpretations of the Bible, he made appeals to knowledge that revealed a concept of
education that diverges from those held by the identities I discussed above. He said:
And the Bible says, “To take control of the earth.” Still, it doesn’t
mean you have the right to destroy it. That wasn’t the intent of the Creator.
So, people, that’s the difference there. There is a fine line, and it requires
educated people to understand it. Because most people, and the ignorant
people, see the world in black and whites. You’re either for or against.
That’s the way they see it, like Bush said. “You’re either for or against
us.” And, that’s not true. That’s not true at all. […] And so, again, I go
back to the importance of education is because to me people are seeing
things in black and white. That’s not the way the world is. It’s not a black
and white world, really.
[…]
What does education mean to you?
Looking at both sides. Put it in a nutshell: you have to look at both
sides. And, people who see the world in black and whites, they see it
because they haven’t examined both worlds. Because if they examine both
worlds, they’ll find gray. In some places, yes, black. In some places white.
But, there’s a lot of gray in the world, too. So, to me an educated person is
someone who ventures into both sides. Walk in my moccasins for a while.
And that’s something, in Utah, they don’t do very well.
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The state has fought the tribal government over sovereignty, and
not once have they put themselves in Indians’ shoes. And they keep
thinking that it’s Indians acting up or not behaving. When it’s not Indians,
it’s federal law. They don’t understand federal law. State government
cannot have jurisdiction over federal land. Simple as that. It’s never been
allowed. It won’t be allowed. Two separate authorities there. And the State
of Utah just doesn’t understand the treaties that were made between the
tribes were made between the tribes and the U.S. government, not the
state.
So consequently, the relationship between the tribe and the federal
government is superior, and the land is held in trust by the federal
government, not the state. So, the State of Utah has to butt out and stay out
of Indian affairs because of federal law, not because of Indians having an
attitude. It’s federal law. […] They don’t want to think of it. They don’t
want to hear it, I don’t think. They want to stick to their prejudices
because they’re so arrogant. They think that they have it all figured out
and they don’t.
Forrest’s indigenous worldview that conceives of human-nature interactions in terms of
relations can also be seen in his concept of education. Seeing the world in terms of black
and white contributes to ignorance and severely limits human’s ability to envision
alternative ways of being and acting in the world (“Because most people, and the
ignorant people, see the world in black and whites. You’re either for or against. That’s
325

the way they see it, like Bush said. “You’re either for or against us.”). Forrest’s depiction
of what he terms “black and white” thinking calls to mind the bifurcated beliefs of
participants holding gas and oil and LDS identities when they make appeals to
knowledge and experience that work to position their visions of the Vernal area and of
gas and oil development as “right” and “correct” and casts alternative viewpoints as
wrong and as “threats” that must be “neutralized.” Though he does not openly attach his
criticism to the people holding these dominant identities, it certainly fits here. These
identities limit the discursive choices of those who hold them by restricting participants’
abilities to conceive of and to respond to the issue of fracking in ways other than the
black and white choice of economy or environment that results in the binary thinking of
“You’re either with us or against us.”
For Forrest, education needs to encompass a multi-perspectival view of the world
because it is important that people gain an awareness of what life is like from an
indigenous perspective (“Walk in my moccasins for a while.”). Unfortunately, as Forrest
says, the need to consider alternative viewpoints and envision the world from other
positions are not elements of education that are valued by the Utah government, which
still retains a colonialist mindset toward indigenous peoples (“The state has fought the
tribal government over sovereignty, and not once have they put themselves in Indians’
shoes. And they keep thinking that it’s Indians acting up or not behaving. When it’s not
Indians, it’s federal law.”). His appeals to knowledge of tribal and federal regulations, or
lack thereof on the part of the State of Utah, again work to remind us of the larger abuses
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of power at the hands of the local and state governments to continue exerting colonial
influence over tribal affairs.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have worked to make visible the diverse ways in which each of
the four identities employ appeals to knowledge of and experiences with a place to
further their respective beliefs and values regarding fracking in the Vernal area. The
distinctions between how gas and oil and LDS identities and environmentalist and
indigenous identities view the land and human relationships with it demonstrate the
differences in values between the groups and will help me to connect my discussion to
the overall point that the debate over fracking is really a debate over values: each group
has a different vision of which values should be prioritized in Vernal and in society at
large; what counts as knowledge, experience, and evidence; and what actions should or
should not be taken in response to hydraulic fracturing in their community. While
participants’ fracking discourses reveal that multiple visions of Vernal exist (what kind of
place it is, what practices and traditions should happen there, what values it should hold
toward land, land use, and human-nature relationships), the dominant vision of Vernal as
a gas and oil town still reigns supreme and acts as a field that co-creates the rhetorical
practices of its inhabitants, enabling and privileging gas and oil/LDS beliefs and values
while problematizing environmentalist and indigenous beliefs, values, and practices.
Earlier in this chapter, I drew from my own personal experiences recorded in my
field notes as an illustration of the internal conflicts I underwent during my field work.
As I pointed out above, from the moment I set foot in Vernal in July of 2016, my
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experiences in and interactions with this place and its people were from the position of an
outsider. I did not possess the deeply-rooted senses of self-in-place held my participants,
nor did I have the emplaced, experiential knowledges of the histories, cultures, religions,
and traditions in the area. As an outsider, these features of being in place were not mine
to own. All I experienced and came to know during my time there was framed by my
outsider perspective. My reactions to what I saw, heard, smelled, and touched in this
place were all happening in the present, in the moment, but their deep-rooted causes were
developing from my own knowledge of and experiences with fracking that formed
outside this place. I was imposing judgements on this place that were informed without
an intimate, emplaced knowledge of this place, what it meant to its inhabitants, and what
happened there on a daily basis. I was using my own knowledge and experience outside
this place to inform my judgements and beliefs about what should and should not happen
in a place to which I had no ties. But, the more I spoke with people who lived there, the
more I came to understand that how they looked at the land in which they lived, how they
made decisions about what they thought should and should not transpire there, how they
oriented themselves to the land depended on a complex amalgamation of factors drawing
from a deep well of their own knowledges of and experiences with the area. It is only
through my being in this place and participating with these individuals that I was able to
gain “embodied understandings that [would have been] difficult to ascertain from a
traditional textual perspective (Middleton, Hess, Endres, and Senda-Cook 171).
Understandings that would help me to see how my participants’ emplaced knowledges
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and experiences have profound influences on the ways they have come to understand
fracking and evaluate fracking arguments.
Throughout this chapter and the preceding two, I have been discussing how
participants emplaced rhetorical practices work to support or refute fracking and fracking
arguments in ways that align with the beliefs and values held by their particular identities.
However, participants’ rhetorical practices were not always so straight forward. In many
instances, interesting conflicts of beliefs and values became visible when participants told
stories of their experiences with fracking and with Vernal as a place. Nor did
participants’ uses of the three major appeals I have been outlining occur in isolation. In
the next and final chapter, I draw attention to the entanglements of these emplaced
rhetorical practices in participants’ personal stories and the ways in which these stories
bring into view the complex and conflicting beliefs surrounding participants’ experiences
with fracking in their community.
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Chapter VII: Discussion and Conclusion

When we try to pick out anything by itself we find that it is bound fast by a
thousand invisible cords that cannot be broken, to everything in the universe.
– John Muir, July 27, 1869

Embedded in the above quote by John Muir is a metaphor of entanglement,
conceiving of all things as interconnected and intertwined. The same can be said
regarding the three emplaced rhetorical practices – appeals to identity; appeals to physical
elements of place; and appeals to knowledge of/experience with a place – that emerged as
themes in participants’ fracking discourses and that I have been discussing individually in
previous chapters. In these discussions, I strove to seize and attend to the singularity of
each emplaced rhetorical practice because examining the individual particularities of each
practice revealed important insights into the role of place in shaping participants’
fracking discourses. However, isolating these practices in participants’ responses was no
easy feat. For, I quickly found that when I examined one practice, another practice and
another sprang into action, revealing that each was “bound fast” to another in “invisible”
and inextricable ways, sometimes making it impossible for me to pinpoint where one
began and the other ended. Moreover, such a targeting is only temporary, for as swiftly as
one practice is isolated and brought into view for further scrutiny, another practice, then
another, spring into the frame and complicate the view of the first. Because of these
entanglements, it is only possible to briefly “mak[e] what was typically fleeting and
inscrutable available for deeper deliberation” (Carbaugh and Cerulli 11). One approach to
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holding these entanglements temporarily in place for deliberation is by examining the
stories my participants told.
Narratives play an integral role in shaping participants’ emplaced rhetorical
practices. Stories are used as a communicative strategy by which participants maneuver
to achieve particular rhetorical aims. The stories they tell work to educate, to connect or
establish identity, to prove or stand as evidence for an argument, or to frame a particular
situation. Narratives also serve as a frame through which their experiences with and
understanding of fracking are shaped. These narrative frames affect how they accept and
reject arguments made about fracking and how they envision progress being made on the
issue. Participants’ narratives also provide evidence that their beliefs about fracking are
not fixed and static; rather, the stories that they tell emphasize the dynamic, fluid, and, at
times, contradictory, beliefs they hold and accentuate the experiential, embodied, and
emplaced nature of local place-based discourses. As such, in part of the analyses that
follow, I draw from George Lakoff’s concept of narrative frames to explore the
entanglements of participants’ emplaced rhetorical practices. Viewing participants’
discourses through the frame of narrative provides better understanding of how
participants use storytelling as a communicative strategy and how the stories that they tell
are grounded in the place in which they live and also serve as framing devices that
“contribute[] to and limit[] conditions of possibility for rhetorical practice” (Senda-Cook,
Middleton, and Endres 23).
In this final chapter, I offer a two-part discussion that attends to the entanglements
this study made visible: entanglements of rhetorical practices in local discourses of
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hydraulic fracturing and entanglements of researcher, participants, and place. My purpose
for drawing attention to these entanglements is to bring into view the rhetorical openings
that my research provides: openings for exploring and communicating about local
fracking discourses and openings for rhetorical field methods. The first part of this
discussion focuses on entanglements and rhetorical openings in local discourses of
fracking using Lakoff’s concept of narrative frames. Before I engage participants’
discourses in this way, I outline Lakoff’s theory for readers. The second part of this
discussion focuses on my entanglements as a researcher and the openings these
experiences pose for qualitative research methods in rhetoric. Finally, I bring this chapter
and this project to a close by returning to the place in which we began – with the
tendencies of dominant discourses to flatten out and even erase the rhetorical tectonics of
place in local perceptions of and experiences with fracking. I bring Paul Solotaroff’s
characterizations of the Vernal community in conversation with participant Bill Hall,
whose story of encountering a duck at a frack site provides a powerful counternarrative
that challenges and complicates the typically black-and-white frames of discussion so
often used by dominant discourses to characterize people living in fracked towns.
A Note on Narrative Frames
In his seminal work on frame analysis, Erving Goffman introduces frames as
“interpretive schemes that selectively highlight aspects of the issue and introduce a
specific perspective that then allows one to capture reality in a simpler manner”
(Goffman qtd in Lejano, Ingram and Ingram 36). At its core, frame theory posits that the
media draws attention to events, issues, and controversies by assigning them to fields of
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meaning. In reporting, “a frame is a central organizing idea for news that supplies a
context and suggests what the issue is through the use of selection, emphasis, exclusion,
and elaboration” (Tankard et al. qtd in Dunwoody and Griffin 24). Sample frames in the
media include an accident, a crime story, a risk story, a poll story, and a feature story.
The concept of framing extends beyond the media into the human brain, influencing how
people organize and perceive information. In Metaphors for Environmental
Sustainability, Brendon Larson describes frames as “cognitive structures that organize
central ideas defining a controversy to resonate with core values and assumptions” (16).
For example, Larson outlines how conservatives have adopted frames of “scientific
uncertainty” or “unfair economic burden” through which to view the issue of climate
change, while progressives might frame climate change as a “Pandora’s Box” (16).
Cognitive scientist George Lakoff, one of the leading researchers in the field of
cognitive framing, offers additional insight into framing and political beliefs in his book
The Political Mind: A Cognitive Scientist’s Guide to Your Brain and Its Politics. Here,
Lakoff explores, explains, and challenges the interpretive schemata that people use to
interpret their world by examining the functions, limitations, and consequences of
narratives as cognitive frames. In fact, narratives are more than frames; they exist as
cognitive structures embedded deep within our neural circuitry that form “the very
building blocks” of understanding in our brains (21). As Lakoff points out, “we live our
narratives. The lived story is at the center of modern personality theory. The theory of
neural computation […] shows how our brains not only permit this, but favor it” (33).
Over time, cultural narratives become deeply rooted and “fixed in the neural circuits of
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our brains,” giving meaning to our lives and arranging our beliefs and behaviors to align
with the value systems they promote (34).
Some of the cultural narratives that Lakoff identifies are: the Rags-to-Riches
narrative, aka Reinvention of the Self narrative or Pull-Yourself-Up-By-Your-Bootstraps
narrative; the American Redemption narrative; the Troubled Life narrative; the Battle of
Good Against Evil narrative; the Self-Defense narrative; the Greedy
Politician/Corporation narrative; the Will History Repeat Itself narrative; and the Rescue
narrative. Each narrative activates standard character roles of hero, victim, villain, and
helpers, and “the roles in the narratives that [people] understand [themselves] as fitting
give meaning to [their] li[ves]” (33). Each narrative comes pre-infused with “ready-made
emotions,” and the narratives can be combined into larger, more complex ones. As an
example of a narrative-in-action, here is Lakoff’s description of “a general Rescue
narrative:”
It has a number of “semantic roles,” that is, main characters, actions, and
instruments. The characters are: the Hero, the Victim, the Villain, the
Helpers. The Hero is inherently good; the Villain is inherently bad. The
main actions for a scenario, usually in this order: the Villainy, committed
by the Villain against the Victim; the Difficulties undergone by the Hero;
the Battle of Hero against Villain; the Victory of Hero over Villain; the
Rescue of the Victim by the Hero; the Punishment of the Villain; the
Reward for the Hero. The Villainy upsets moral balance. The Victory,
Rescue, Punishment, and Reward restore moral balance. There is also a
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variant in which the Hero is the Victim. This is the Self-defense narrative:
the Hero rescues himself. (24)
Narratives, like this Rescue narrative Lakoff describes, “can be activated and function
unconsciously, automatically, as a matter of reflex” (34), all the while reflecting,
selecting, and deflecting information that subsequently affects our how we understand the
world and make decisions about issues we face. Lakoff explains that “narratives have a
powerful effect in hiding reality” (37); as a result, “we see ourselves as having only the
choices defined by our brain’s frames and cultural narratives. And we live out narrative
choices made for us by our brains without conscious awareness” (34). Thus, “cultural
narratives define our possibilities, challenges, and actual lives” (35). To complicate
things further, Lakoff explains how human brains are not neat and tidy machines,
humming along through life guided only by the narratives that reinforce their value
systems. On the contrary, “the neural systems in our brains are set up for mutual
inhibition – for contradictory value systems used in different contexts, where the
activation of one, inhibits the other” (Lakoff xviii). Lakoff terms this phenomenon
“biconceptualism,” and humans experience clashes of contradictory value systems often.
Lakoff’s conceptualization of narrative frames provides one way to temporarily
hold onto the entanglements of and in participants emplaced rhetorical practices, so we
can make sense of their discourses. In these stories, participants create hierarchies of
values, of people, and of land. They create heroes and villains and conflicts to overcome.
They create dichotomies that indicate there is a right and a wrong choice. But, at the same
time, their stories also unravel those dichotomies and reveal the messy contradictions
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built into their beliefs. Their stories reveal how certain narratives are supported by the
four major identities I have observed. The group interview setting offers insight into how
participants negotiate, counter, and reinforce their narratives as part of a group, a point
that I elaborate below. Altogether, participants’ stories demonstrate the depth and
complexity of their understanding of fracking and show multiplicity of meanings
associated with the place and contradictions in their beliefs.
Entanglements and Openings in Local Discourses of Hydraulic Fracturing
In this section, I explore the ways in which emplaced rhetorical practices activate
a web of connectivity throughout participants’ fracking discourses. For my analysis here,
I have chosen to focus on two communicative exchanges that transpired during my group
interview. Because group members hold the two dominant identities in Vernal, the gas
and oil and LDS identities, I believe we can consider the beliefs and opinions these
participants voiced as a microcosm of the dominant beliefs and opinions held by the
larger Vernal community. These dominant identities serve as primary frames through
with people at the local and national levels view the town and obscure alternative visions
of Vernal by people holding different, yet problematized identities. Moreover, in focusing
my analysis on the entanglements of emplaced rhetorical practices in group members’
discourses, I can also attend to the influences that group dynamics have on participants’
responses, orienting attention to the ways in which pressure to conform to in-group
beliefs and values might also play a factor in upholding and prioritizing the dominant
beliefs and values of gas and oil and LDS identities throughout the Vernal community.
To help me talk about and parse meaning from these group exchanges, I orient this
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discussion through the lens of narrative frames that operate in participant’s responses,
drawing from Lakoff’s theory of narrative frames as I do so.
Before I begin, I think it important to note that there are numerous other stories I
could have selected from the wealth my participants graciously provided me, all
demonstrating the complex entanglements of rhetorical practices and making visible the
complex and conflicting beliefs and values with which participants wrestled. But, as
much as I would love to give space to them all, I could not, in good conscience, do that to
my reader. Therefore, I have selected the following two exchanges because they serve as
poignant examples of emplaced rhetorical practices unfolding in real time and bring into
view just how complicated and fraught with tension the rhetorical practices of Vernal’s
inhabitants can be over the issue of fracking. Additionally, because the gas and oil and
LDS identities are often depicted as both homogenous and representative in the larger
media landscape, I focus on these particular examples to draw attention to how complex
they actually are and to the powerful influences that group dynamics have on how these
discussions are shaped.
The first of the two group communicative exchanges I examine below developed
after I prompted participants to consider the potential issues with the evaporation ponds
situated in the area around Vernal. Research on emissions from produced water ponds in
the Uinta Basin conducted by Dr. Seth Lyman, hydrologist and director of the USU
Bingham Entrepreneurship and Energy Research Center in Vernal, yielded a 2012 dataset
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listing of 141 produced water facilities in the Basin40. While the majority of these ponds
are located well outside the Vernal area, in the southern region of the Uinta Basin near
Ouray and Bonanza (see Figure 7.1), one is located a few miles west of Vernal, just off
Highway 40/Route 121 toward Roosevelt (see Figure 7.2). In the following exchange,
group participants discuss their opinions of this particular pond:
Are there any issues with those ponds?
Dave:
George:

The ponds, meaning?
The evaporation ponds?

Yeah.
Dave:
Danny:
Dave:

Out here on 40? You noticed the smell?
It smells.
That’s an issue with me. It doesn’t have anything to do

with your hydraulic fracturing, other than the fact that you’re mixing
chemicals to break down the formation in there that ... I’ll tell you and I’ve
told other people this. I know that when I was employed my livelihood
depended upon oil and gas. But, I expressed concern and I still do. I just
made a trip to Roosevelt. It smells. I’m telling you as sure as I’m sitting
here that that production water is carrying back the chemicals that they

40

I obtained this information through a downloadable Excel file provided by Dr. Lyman in a section of the
USU Bingham Center’s website titled “Produced Water,” at binghamresearch.usu.edu/projects/producedwater.
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Figure 7.1: Uinta Basin Disposal Pond Locations
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Figure 7.2: Google Map Screen Shot of Disposal Pond Location on Highway 40 near
Vernal
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require you to wear a respirator on when you’re loading those chemicals
on a truck. They pump them down in the ground. Sure, they’re going to be
coming back diluted, with production water, but those chemicals don’t
ever go away. They’re going into the air.
You can look at the statistics. Go down to Salt Lake and Provo and
ask them about the cancer rate for the Uintah Basin. They will tell you it is
the higher and highest in Utah. I know it because my wife had to do
treatment down there. There’s something, I’m not from around here. I’ve
been out here about 18 years now. I’m telling you that there’s only two
things that everybody has commonality with, and that’s air and water. We
all got to have those two. There’s something that does that out here.
George:

But is it...? Granted, we have that. But, you also have to

look at all the farmers and what chemicals they spray out on their fields.
You have to look at all the others. Is it a combination of what the farmers
are putting on the field, what’s put on the roads in the winter time, what
the oil field does? You don’t know. Because I haven’t seen any studies on
that that says exactly what combines with what.
Danny:

Also, with cancer, each individual person carries cancer

cells. It depends upon the way the chemical reacts with your body,
whether you can get it or not.
George:

Then, you turn around and look. We’re in a pretty good

situation because of our water, our drinking water, because it comes from
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wells or from the mountain. We don’t have a lot of pollution from other
places, and our prevailing wind goes that way most of the time. Our water
may not be a real problem, our drinking water, but it could be wind. You
don’t know. We’ve also got a power plant out here that burns coal. We
don’t know what comes off of it, but prevailing winds go east. Those are a
lot of questions. You have to put those together before you start saying,
“This is the real problem. This is what’s going on.” And I haven’t seen
that.
Glenny:

Another thing, too, with our fracking and with our

locations, we’re out in the desert. So, we’re quite a ways away from where
we live. Most of those wells are out there far enough that they aren’t close
where it can contaminate our waters, where it’s in our waterways. Am I
right as far as that? They are out, we’re talking desert, Book Cliffs. We’re
talking out there where they’re not in the general public.
Dave:

The production wells, yeah. If you go to, I’m not trying

to get off the subject, but we did a road trip, my wife and I, and we came
up through Farmington. You can smell coming up from main highways,
you can smell the oil out there, the vapors in the air. They already know
that benzene is inherent in crude oil. It’s a carcinogenic compound. It is.
It’s a known fact. When those are admitted into the air, I don’t know that
there’s any way of getting around it. When I bought crude oil, we had to
end up posting our crude oil tanks and our drivers are exposed to it. Here,
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again, you know you’re out there in the atmosphere, and you have to post
that on your oil tanks that it’s a carcinogen.
George:

Granted, but I haven’t seen any studies saying that X

number of people in the oil field that physically worked in the oil field for
20, 30 years has more cancer than anybody else, either. It’s not there.
Where is all of it coming from? Like I said, you got to get back to a
combination of what’s going on around your area you live and what really
combines to change it.
The above exchange makes visible how entanglements of emplaced rhetorical practices are
constituted on multiple scales. The first is the micro-discursive level of participants’ own
discourses, throughout which we can see the activation of all three emplaced rhetorical
practices and the ways in which these appeals merge, build, stack, and circle back to one
another. The second is the meso-discursive level, which brings into view entanglements of
community histories, cultures, and religions that work to shape participants’ rhetorical
practices and how participants shape the Vernal area as a place. The third level is the
macro-discursive level in which the larger discursive practices of dominant discourses of
fracking at the national level come to bear on local discourses. We can see these influences
in the form of the problematic discursive frames used to cast the fracking controversy in
problematic, bifurcated terms, such as winning and losing, economy versus environment.
At all levels, however, what becomes increasingly apparent is that the issue of fracking is
becomes predominately framed as a Battle of Good Against Evil narrative that each side
employs to promote their ow particular value systems. This way of framing fracking draws
343

attention to the controversy’s most basic cause: that it is really a debate over values. In
what follows, I address each of the three levels I introduced here and what they mean for
local discourses of fracking in turn.
At the micro-level of discourse, Dave draws on all three emplaced rhetorical
appeals in succession when he makes an appeal to physical elements of place (“That’s an
issue with me. It doesn’t have anything to do with your hydraulic fracturing, other than the
fact that you’re mixing chemicals to break down the formation in there”), followed by an
appeal to his gas and oil identity that serves as a frame for his subsequent appeal to his own
first-hand experiences with air pollution from fracking (“I know that when I was employed
my livelihood depended upon oil and gas. But, I expressed concern and I still do. I just
made a trip to Roosevelt. It smells. I’m telling you as sure as I’m sitting here that that
production water is carrying back the chemicals that they require you to wear a respirator
on when you’re loading those chemicals on a truck. They pump them down in the ground.
Sure, they’re going to be coming back diluted, with production water, but those chemicals
don’t ever go away. They’re going into the air.”). For Dave, his own personal experiences
in which he has seen the precautions necessary to protect workers and the environment
from toxic fracking chemicals and smelled the stench emitting from the produced water
ponds in the area serve as evidence for him that there are serious problems that result from
gas and oil development. He draws on his years of experience working in the industry to
bolster his credibility and provide him with the authority to speak about this problem
(When I bought crude oil, we had to end up posting our crude oil tanks and our drivers are
exposed to it.”). While Dave’s discourse does reflect the trend that I discussed in Chapter
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5 to portray the fracking process as blameless (“It doesn’t have anything to do with your
hydraulic fracturing, other than the fact that you’re mixing chemicals to break down the
formation in there”), this deflection of blame is brought into question through his appeals
to his first-hand experiences and knowledge gained through his time working in the
industry and living in a place like Vernal where air quality is at times visibly and sensorially
compromised by gas and oil development.
Dave’s verbal depiction of his concerns about air quality and fracking represent a
moment of conflicting beliefs and values in which his allegiances to his gas and oil identity
clash with the environmental concerns he so clearly wrestles with during this exchange
(“Sure, they’re going to be coming back diluted, with production water, but those
chemicals don’t ever go away. They’re going into the air. […] I’m telling you that there’s
only two things that everybody has commonality with, and that’s air and water. We all got
to have those two. There’s something that does that out here.”; “They already know that
benzene is inherent in crude oil. It’s a carcinogenic compound. It is. It’s a known fact.
When those are admitted into the air, I don’t know that there’s any way of getting around
it.”). Here, I am reminded of the question Tom wanted to ask his industry acquaintances:
“Do you have any heartburn about the stuff that’s going on that centers around the industry
that you have made your living off of?” Dave’s depiction offers clear indications that he
does, indeed, have “heartburn about the stuff that’s going on,” especially in regard to the
impacts of gas and oil development on air quality and human health. What we can take
away from Dave’s conflict of beliefs is an awareness of how tightly bound the issue of
values is to environmental issues like fracking.
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Later in the interview, Dave said, “Regression instead of progression. Until they
find something better then fracking, I don’t know of any other thing. I guess I’m part of
the problem, if I’m not part of the solution. I don’t know what the solution is.” The
entanglements of his gas and oil identity and his LDS identity generates a hierarchy of
values that situates humans and their needs above all else. The identities that hold him
require a believe that God created the earth for the benefit of humans and that these
benefits, such as economic prosperity and stability and societal and technological progress,
take priority over environmental protection. However, Dave’s concerns for what gas and
oil development might be doing to the air that we breath reveal a moment of conflicting
values. Here, the requirements his identities dictate regarding how values should be
arranged is colliding with his own personal experiences and feelings about the human and
environmental health.
This moment of tension functions as an example of Lakoff’s biconceptualism, in
that the value systems of his gas and oil and LDS identities contradict with
environmentalist value systems. In the context of this group interview, support for gas and
oil development overrules environmental concerns and essentially inhibits the activation
of an ethics of care for the natural world. Dave is placed in a position where he is trying to
display his concerns for fracking’s environmental effects, but these concerns are being
inhibited by George’s repeated defense tactics to protect fracking’s integrity. Dave and
George are both engaged in a Rescue narrative, only the roles are reversed for both of them.
For Dave, the Villain is the chemicals from the frack process, the Victims are the people
who breathe that air and develop cancer or other illnesses. Dave, himself, is cast as a
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Helper, trying to Rescue people from future harm through generating awareness of the
problem using his emplaced appeals. For George, Dave becomes the Villain because he is
upsetting the moral balance regarding fracking, which is cast in the role of Victim. George
becomes the Hero in that he swoops in with his claims about uncertain science to Rescue
fracking from Dave’s villainous attempts to tarnish it.
Moreover, throughout this exchange, George’s appeal to his gas and oil identity is
more implicit than explicit. He does not make a covert appeal like Dave does when he
directly invokes gas and oil livelihood; rather, George’s identity appeal works quietly but
powerfully behind the scenes to inform the way he responds to Dave’s concerns about air
pollution from fracking. When George appeals to his experiences working in the industry
(“I haven’t seen any studies saying that X number of people in the oil field that physically
worked in the oil field for 20, 30 years has more cancer than anybody else, either. It’s not
there. Where is all of it coming from? Like I said, you got to get back to a combination of
what’s going on around your area you live and what really combines to change it”), it
becomes difficult to separate this identity appeal from his appeals to physical elements of
place and to his own first-hand experiences and knowledges of fracking in Vernal because
it functions as a constant presence in the background implicitly shaping the way he
formulates and executes his responses to Dave’s claims.
Additionally, this exchange brings larger discursive practices into view, drawing
attention to the ways in which local discourses of fracking become entangled with national
discourses of fracking. For example, when George injects uncertainty into the
conversation, his doing so is representative of a larger trend in dominant discourses of
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hydraulic fracturing where “uncertainty functions as a rhetorical tool to reinforce
[debaters’] values and stall policy discussions,” a trend that I have discussed in a previous
publication (Kerr 188). My results from identifying and analyzing the argumentative
patterns that emerged from debaters’ fracking discourses “suggest the existence of a pattern
of discursive practices that I term the “balance-proof-uncertainty” cycle of argumentation,
which limits the discursive options available for debaters and stalls policy discussions”
(188). While George is not publicly debating over policy decisions regarding fracking, he
is engaged in a dialogue about fracking’s environmental effects in the place in which he
lives. His use of uncertainty in this context works to limit Dave’s discursive practices by
repeatedly casting doubt on Dave’s experiences with the negative effects of fracking on the
environment through direct appeals to knowledge of/experience with place (“But, you also
have to look at all the farmers and what chemicals they spray out on their fields. You have
to look at all the others. Is it a combination of what the farmers are putting on the field,
what’s put on the roads in the winter time, what the oil field does? You don’t know.”;
“Then, you turn around and look. We’re in a pretty good situation because of our water,
our drinking water, because it comes from wells or from the mountain. We don’t have a lot
of pollution from other places, and our prevailing wind goes that way most of the time. Our
water may not be a real problem, our drinking water, but it could be wind. You don’t know.
We’ve also got a power plant out here that burns coal. We don’t know what comes off of
it, but prevailing winds go east. Those are a lot of questions. You have to put those together
before you start saying, “This is the real problem. This is what’s going on.” And I haven’t
seen that.”). These moments where George infuses his place-based appeals to knowledge
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and experience with uncertainty deflect attention from fracking’s potential harms and bring
into view the necessity to consider the constellation of place-based factors that could be
playing a role in air pollution and water contamination.
Behind the scenes in his discourse are the beliefs that gas and oil development are
necessary for our current way of life and that the economy and the environment exist on
par with one another. That is, environmental effects become entangled with economic
effects, and this entwining directs people to only consider fracking’s environmental costs
in terms of the greater economic good of the nation. And, since we need gas and oil
development to survive, its environmental costs must be balanced accordingly. Thus, his
responses are framed in terms of cost-benefit analysis: in weighing the potential
environmental costs of fracking against the economic benefits it provides, the clear choice
for George, as a supporter, is the economy. To give his arguments an edge over Dave’s,
George refers to the lack of studies, or lack of proof, showing any positive correlations
between chemicals used during the fracking process and increased incidences of cancer in
areas where fracking is ongoing. In so doing, he essentially weakens Dave’s claims that
are grounded in his own first-hand experiences as someone who has seen and smelled the
chemicals in the air by casting doubt about whether fracking is actually the cause. This
economic framing environmental issues like hydraulic fracturing “limits the discursive
choices that [people] have to respond to the issue [and reveals how] their discursive choices
are either restricted or already chosen for them due to the framing of fracking as an issue
of balance” (204).
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Moreover, this framing reveals that the controversy over fracking is at its core a
disagreement over values, as people “work to establish their vision of which values should
be prioritized in society, what counts as evidence, and what actions should or should not
be taken in response to hydraulic fracturing” (188). This argumentative practice limits
opportunities for rhetorical openings in fracking discourses at all levels, local, national, and
global. Here, at the local level of participants’ discourses, it inhibits people from seeing
beyond the Battle of Good and Evil narrative and reinforces the notion that the debate over
fracking is a moral issue in which Good (fracking’s supporters) must triumph over Evil
(fracking’s detractors) to save the day and restore moral balance. In this view, the debate
is cast as a winnable argument, and all people need to do to “win” is to defeat the opposition
with better arguments. Only, framing the issue as one that can be won inhibits people from
seeing it in any other way, and essentially strips people of the ability to any choices other
than “the choices defined by [their] brain’s frames and cultural narratives” (Lakoff 34).
And this, they “live out narrative choices made for [them] by [their] brains without
conscious awareness” (34).
The issues of narrative framing that I have been discussing also evident in the
second group communication exchange, which developed after I prompted participants to
consider if they thought of themselves as activists when it came to fracking. This question
sparked a brief discussion of what an activist is and does that prompted Glenny to voice
some of her concerns about fracking to the group. I begin the exchange with my
explanation:
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For me, the word “activist” tends to have a negative connotation
to it. [Danny snorts and George nods in agreement.] But, I also think an
activist can go both ways. You have people who are pro-fracking activists,
who do what they can in order to keep it going. You have the people who
are anti-fracking activists who do what they can to try and stop it.
Glenny:

I guess you can say there’s those who ride the fence.

Because do I want to see them go out there and destroy the earth? No. I
don’t. But, when it’s your livelihood and that’s where you need to ... We
need this in order to survive. At the same time, do I want concrete all over
everything and take out an orchard? That’s getting away from fracking,
but it’s in the same sense. Do I want them to go out there and take out an
orchard? Then we can’t eat that concrete. What are we doing? Are we
destroying our earth by doing this? Are we living our life by doing this?
Are you riding the fence? Sometimes I am. Like you’re saying, do I like
that water out there? Do I like that smell? [referring to the evaporation
pond on Highway 40] No, I don’t. Does that come from fracking? Yes,
that does. Is that damaging us and causing trouble for us? Yes, maybe it is.
George:

You got to remember the smell doesn’t always just

come from the fracking. It comes from all the produced water and
everything. Then it sits there. Now you start getting all that. That’s where
you get a lot of the smell from.
Glenny:

Right.
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Dave:

Sulfides, bacteria.

George:

Bacteria, everything’s growing.

Glenny:

You have to consider that, too. I hate to see damage

being done to the earth. At the same time is, this a necessary ... What is the
necessary of the two evils? You know what? We need to survive in
Vernal, or we have to leave. I don’t want to leave Vernal. I choose not to.
I’m going to stay here and do what I can. My voice being heard, these
fellows know more than I do about fracking. But, I know that it’s affected,
not being able to have the oil field going has affected this whole town. I’m
affected by it. I’m saying I want the oil field back. Whatever it takes.
George:

Just like coal miners. They want people working in the

coal mines. Whatever you’ve got in your area and that’s keeping people
busy, that’s what you want to sustain to keep going.
Glenny:

Right. […] I had a good friend that wanted me to just

really join with her and start a group to stop people from destroying
Mother Earth. That’s their belief. We’re talking Native Americans. They
believe in Mother Earth and all this sort of stuff. It’s like, we don’t want
you to destroy Mother Earth. As me being in the field that I’m being in,
that means no more roads. That means no more drilling. That means no
more. I couldn’t join with her. She’s a dear friend, but I couldn’t join with
her because I have a stronger belief in, I like to see progress. I like to see
things move forward. I don’t want to go back riding a bicycle. I don’t want
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to go back to the point of hauling water. I don’t want to go back to that
point. I want to go forward. Yes, I understand how they feel about Mother
Earth and all the destruction that we’re doing, but at the same time I but at
the same time I—
Danny:

I don’t think they ... They [activists] love to travel

places and look at some of these scenic places, but they don’t realize in
order to do it, they have to have the means to do it. If you don’t have that
means, you’re going to do horse and buggy, bicycle, whatever.
George:

For now, it [fracking] just makes it so efficient to get

something out of the ground. That’s why it’s done. It makes something
efficient to get it out of the ground.
At the micro-discursive level of this exchange, Glenny’s discourse is a web of entangled
emplaced rhetorical appeals. Her appeals to her gas and oil identity (“But, when it’s your
livelihood and that’s where you need to ... We need this in order to survive.”) and to her
identity as a civil engineer (“As me being in the field that I’m being in, that means no
more roads. That means no more drilling. That means no more. I couldn’t join with her.”)
work to reinforce the hierarchy of values situating economy over environment required
by these identities. While at the same time, these identity appeals activate place-based
environmental concerns that conflict with those dominant beliefs (“What are we doing?
Are we destroying our earth by doing this? Are we living our life by doing this? Are you
riding the fence? Sometimes I am. Like you’re saying, do I like that water out there? Do I
like that smell? No, I don’t. Does that come from fracking? Yes, that does. Is that
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damaging us and causing trouble for us? Yes, maybe it is.”). But, her allegiances to her
gas and oil identity prevent her from holding onto those environmental concerns and she
appeals to her knowledge of and experiences with petrochemical entanglements in her
own life and throughout her community reinforce the value hierarchy of her gas and oil
identity (“I know that it’s affected, not being able to have the oil field going has affected
this whole town. I’m affected by it. I’m saying I want the oil field back. Whatever it
takes.”). Her appeals to identity become difficult to parse because they flow like an
undercurrent throughout the entirety of her discourse.
At the meso-discursive level of this exchange, we see moments of
biconceptualism in Glenny’s discourse that draw our attention to entanglements of
community histories and religions (gas and oil, LDS, Indigenous) and of beliefs about
land and its use (gas and oil, LDS, environmentalist, Indigenous). Note, too, how
Glenny’s simplified depiction of Indigenous beliefs and values (“That’s their belief.
We’re talking Native Americans. They believe in Mother Earth and all this sort of stuff.
It’s like, we don’t want you to destroy Mother Earth.”) promote a misunderstanding and
misrepresentation of both Indigenous and environmentalist aims to preserve the earth
(“She’s a dear friend, but I couldn’t join with her because I have a stronger belief in, I
like to see progress. I like to see things move forward. I don’t want to go back riding a
bicycle. I don’t want to go back to the point of hauling water. I don’t want to go back to
that point. I want to go forward.”). Here, the intricacy of Indigenous intentions to
maintain the delicate web of relations between humans and nature are reduced into the
simplified, bifurcated frame of progress versus regress. Gas and oil development are
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framed as progress and modernity, while environmentalist and Indigenous land ethics are
framed as “go[ing] back” to the Dark Ages. We can see this framing of progress versus
regress when Danny says, “They [activists] love to travel places and look at some of
these scenic places, but they don’t realize in order to do it, they have to have the means to
do it. If you don’t have that means, you’re going to do horse and buggy, bicycle,
whatever.” Were we to invite Forrest into this conversation, he would likely point out
how the simplifications and misunderstandings apparent in Glenny and Danny’s
discourse reflect the larger tendencies of Latter-day Saints in the area to lack a complete
understanding of Indigenous beliefs and communities, even federal laws regarding Native
lands. Again, the problem of narrative frames become visible in the ways they inhibit
Glenny and Danny from being to see things beyond the narrow confines of the dominant
economy versus environment frame.
At the macro-discursive level of this exchange, we see reflections of dominant
discursive practices coming to bear on participants’ local fracking discourses in the form
of the dominant narrative frames I discussed in the first exchange. Again, the economy
versus environment frame comes into view, limiting the vantage points from which
Glenny can view the situation and pitting the value systems of her dominant identities
(gas and oil and LDS) against the value systems of alternative identities (environmentalist
and Indigenous). The economy versus environment frame inhibits Glenny’s from fully
seeing the issue of fracking and also the world from an alternative vantage point, such as
an Indigenous perspective. She is essentially held hostage within this frame, unable to
envision the issue in any other way. In the same way, the Battle of Good and Evil and
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Rescue narratives used to frame fracking also limit Glenny’s options. Envisioning
fracking within these frames invents a situation that divides the issue into “right” and
“wrong” sides. No middle ground exists. There are only winners and losers in this
conflict over fracking. However, in truth, both sides become losers in the sense that they
are precluded from conceiving the issue in alternative, more productive conceptual
frameworks. One such framework is the Indigenous concept of relationality. The Battle
of Good and Evil and Rescue narratives preclude people like Glenny and Danny from this
relational view of the world, a view that Forrest described as “seeing the world in
wholes.” Instead, these frames only allow people to see the world in terms of divisions, in
terms of battles that need to be won. Only, in these frames, both sides lose because they
are unable to seek solutions informed by connections, empathy, honor, and respect to
people and to place. Glenny shows signs of wanting to think outside the narrow confines
of the frames through which she views fracking, but, her efforts are thwarted in this
group context, as she experiences the same group pushback to her cognitive turmoil that
Dave did in the earlier exchange. Both she and Dave are in a situation where the
environmental concerns they hold are actively questioned, minimized, and refuted by
other group members.
These instances of questioning and contesting conflicting beliefs and values in these
group communicative exchanges brings into view the potential of a group atmosphere to
pressure group members to conform to in-group beliefs and values. In the first group
exchange, after Dave reveals his initial concerns about air quality, his concerns are
discursively minimized and deflected by other group members. As I discussed above,
356

George deflects Dave’s concerns by stressing the lack of available scientific evidence
connecting fracking with air pollution or cancer and by introducing other possible factors
to consider (pesticides from farming, road de-icers). Danny introduces the role of the
human element in cancer development (“with cancer, each individual person carries cancer
cells. It depends upon the way the chemical reacts with your body, whether you can get it
or not.”). Glenny minimizes the issues of toxins in the air by distancing fracking from the
Vernal community (“with our fracking and with our locations are we’re out in the desert,
so we’re quite a ways away from where we live. Most of those wells are out there far
enough that they aren’t close where it can contaminate our waters where it’s in our
waterways. Am I right as far as that? They are out, we’re talking desert, Book Cliffs, we’re
talking out there where they’re not in the general public.”).
Similar discursive strategies are visible in the second group communicative
exchange. Glenny articulates environmental concerns (“I guess you can say there’s those
who ride the fence. Because do I want to see them go out there and destroy the earth? No.
I don’t. […] What are we doing? Are we destroying our earth by doing this? Are we living
our life by doing this? Are you riding the fence? Sometimes I am. Like you’re saying, do I
like that water out there? Do I like that smell? No, I don’t. Does that come from fracking?
Yes, that does. Is that damaging us and causing trouble for us? Yes, maybe it is.”). George
deflects and redirects Glenny’s concerns (“You got to remember the smell doesn’t always
just come from the fracking. It comes from all the produced water and everything. Then it
sits there. Now you start getting all that. That’s where you get a lot of the smell from.”),
which orients her toward a new discursive path guided by the narrative frames of economy
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versus environment and Rescue (“I hate to see damage being done to the earth. At the same
time is, this a necessary ... What is the necessary of the two evils? You know what? We
need to survive in Vernal […] not being able to have the oil field going has affected this
whole town. I’m affected by it. I’m saying I want the oil field back. Whatever it takes.”).
With this, she receives appreciation from George, who reinforces her appeals to placebased experiences (“Whatever you’ve got in your area and that’s keeping people busy,
that’s what you want to sustain to keep going.”). When Glenny once again voices her
conflicting environmental concerns (“I had a good friend that wanted me to just really join
with her and start a group to stop people from destroying Mother Earth. […] She’s a dear
friend, but I couldn’t join with her because I have a stronger belief in, I like to see progress.
I like to see things move forward. I don’t want to go back riding a bicycle. I don’t want to
go back to the point of hauling water. I don’t want to go back to that point. I want to go
forward. Yes, I understand how they feel about Mother Earth and all the destruction that
we’re doing”), they are again deflected and redirected, this time by her husband Danny,
who actually interrupted her make his point (“I don’t think they ... They [activists] love to
travel places and look at some of these scenic places, but they don’t realize in order to do
it, they have to have the means to do it. If you don’t have that means, you’re going to do
horse and buggy, bicycle, whatever.”). Danny’s appeals to narratives of progress versus
regress are again reinforced by Dave (“For now, it [fracking] just makes it so efficient to
get something out of the ground. That’s why it’s done. It makes something efficient to get
it out of the ground), who turns the focus back to the economy.”).
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A wealth of scholarly research has been devoted to examining group dynamics and
the effects of ingroup pressures on group interactions and response patterns (Flick 2018;
Frey and Fontana 1991; Gaskell 2011; Morgan 1993; Wheelan 2005). Much information
and insight could be yielded through a focused analysis of these influences on my
participants’ responses during our group interview. However, for the purposes of this
discussion, I raise the issue of group pressure here only to entertain the possibilities that
what we see happening in these exchanges in terms of participants’ discursive moves to
protect fracking and gas and oil development from negative connotations could also be
happening on a larger level throughout the Vernal community and might be contributing
to the town’s commitment on its gas and oil identity.
At this time, I shift gears from analyzing the entanglements of these two group
exchanges to discussing the key take-aways and rhetorical openings these exchanges and
this study, on its whole, make visible. A primary aim of study has been to provide
“critical insights” that “account for the experiential, embodied, and emplaced nature of
rhetoric” (Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres 24). Through my analysis of emplaced
rhetorical practices that emerged from participants’ fracking discourses, I have worked to
bring into view how the rhetorical phenomenon of fracking at the local level is comprised
of complex constellations of place and local understandings and experiences with
fracking contribute to highly nuanced, experiential, and emplaced discourses that shed
important light on the way we think about the lived rhetorical practices of people who
live in fracking communities. Participants in this study demonstrate complex thoughtprocesses towards fracking, the environment, and their hopes for the future that are
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unable to be parsed neatly into bifurcated categories. Though they all live in the same
area, this place is not understood in the same way by all of them. Rather, “the place itself
is filled with meanings” which “enables the rhetorical actions of some identities and
communities, while problematizing others” (Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres 24).
The place in which they live is so much more than a geographical backdrop or setting
where “rhetoric takes place” (23); instead, Vernal is an active participant and co-creator
in their dynamic rhetorical practices. Through examining their narratives of place, which
serve as communicative practices and as frames for how they see the world, I have
worked to draw attention to the ways that place creates meaning, is interpreted
differently, and “participates in and co-creates the rhetoric of its inhabitants. A key takeaway from this study is that participants and their beliefs should not be reduced or
simplified into neat and tidy categories that make selecting from a stockpile of topical
arguments easy work for interlocutors. So much is lost when dominant fracking
discourses steamroll over local rhetorics of place. Ignoring the place in which rhetoric
takes place and dismissing that place simply as a location results in rhetorical failures,
such as drawing from stock arguments from a pool of communicative tactics.
For example, when protestors came to Vernal to decry gas and oil drilling, they
draw from their trusty arsenal of tactics arguments that they think are their strongest. But,
they are not considering the place in which they are deploying their arguments. They are
not taking into consideration the ways in which Vernal is a rhetorical place that
“encompasses shifting scenes of constraint and possibility for the rhetorical action it
hosts” (McKinnon, Asen, Chávez, and Glenn Howard 23). Thus, protestors’ rhetoric
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fails. First, because it is not tailored to fit the place, and, second, because it threatens the
community’s dominant gas and oil and LDS identities and challenges the dominant
beliefs about the practices and traditions that can take place there. As a result, rhetorics of
protest are rejected by the community, which then works to constrain and problematize
the rhetorical actions of protesters. Protesters are framed as Villains in the Battle of Good
and Evil narrative who must be vanquished in order for the townspeople to protect their
gas and oil livelihood from harm and ensure its longevity and the town’s prosperity.
And yet, while I have been focusing primarily on the discursive impediments
working to limit the ways in which people can envision communicating about fracking,
this discussion of closures also serves to bring into view rhetorical openings that imply
hope for creating potential spaces that could encourage rethinking ways that we currently
frame and communicate about hydraulic fracturing. For example, through Glenny and
Dave’s verbal depictions of their conflicts of values, which reveal that they do, indeed,
care about the environment, a hope for potential ways to connect with alternative
identities of environmentalism and indigeneity becomes visible. Perhaps, through shared
concerns over human and environmental protections, inhabitants holding conflicting
identities might locate a space where, together, they can reflect and bring these
connections together. Perhaps this is what’s needed to consider opportunities for different
kinds of conversations people could have about fracking – a space to connect instead of a
space to prove one’s case, to “win” the debate. In these spaces of connectivity, people
with conflicting value systems might be encouraged to take a step back from back their
limited and limiting discursive frames to view the issue of fracking slightly askance, from
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different positions that might promote exploration of the issue in terms of its relationality,
as can be seen through an indigenous orientation to the world like Forrest’s. In truth, I do
not presume to know what this space to connect would look like, nor what would
transpire in it. My intent with this project has been to recognize the possibilities of
understanding place-based fracking discourses, not to provide prescriptions for the
discourses. This project has aimed to be generative for both participants and researchers,
which brings me to the second part of my discussion: what can my experiences with this
project add to the conversation of rhetorical field methods?
Researcher Entanglements and Rhetorical Openings
Jackie’s Field Notes, 8 August 2016
This morning I took some time to read an article about creating interview
protocols and conducting interviews (Jacob and Furgerson 2012). It talked about how
“at the heart of qualitative research is the desire to expose the human part of a story”
(1), and this resonated with me because I am trying to understand how the way we
currently talk about fracking impacts the lived experiences of people living in towns
where fracking is ongoing. I think this is the most important thing about the research I’m
doing. It doesn’t matter what I thought about before, about the dead babies or activist
rhetorics or policy decisions and shit like that. I mean, of course these things matter, but
for the purposes of this study? No, they really don’t. It’s the up-close and personal
opinions and beliefs of the people who live here that really matter here. What do they
think about fracking? What do they think about the arguments being made? How do they
affect them personally? The person I just interviewed today talked about how local voices
get drowned out by the bigger interests, and he’s right. But, it’s the local people whose
voices should matter most. I don’t know what it will take for that to happen, especially
when local voices are as polarized as the voices in the larger conversation.
[…]
I feel a huge pressure to do these people right and to not mess this dissertation
up. I feel obligated to my interviewees, and I can’t just use them for the information they
gave me. They are a huge part of this project, and I want to do right by them. I came out
here thinking about how I needed and wanted things from people. I wanted them to give
me answers, so I could just write up my dissertation and be done with it. But that’s all
changed now. This isn’t just my project anymore. It belongs to all of us, and I have a
great sense of reciprocity for the people who so generously shared with me their time and
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their words. This will be our project, and I will dedicate it to them, and I hope to do the
best I can and make them proud.
As Middleton, Senda-Cook, and Endres point out in their contribution to text +
Field: Innovations in Rhetorical Method, “without having been to the place where
rhetoric happens, our criticisms would inevitably look much different.” This is precisely
the case regarding my own criticisms in this study: they would not exist in the way that
they do now, had I not traveled to Vernal to conduct my field research. Experiencing
Vernal first-hand was vastly different from my digital interactions with the town during
my initial internet research. I was forced (thankfully) to confront my own misperceptions
and misunderstandings that arose from my partial and biased conceptions gained through
media representations of Vernal. It was only through “being in place” in and around the
Vernal area that was truly able to experience the rhetoricity of place and witness the
variety of ways it holds those who live there. Throughout this project, I became
emotionally entangled with the people who told me their stories and with the place in
which they live, and that is a powerful relationship to experience. During the project, I
made friends with some of the people I was interviewing. After a certain point, I felt
close to them and the way I was looking at the project going into it was not the same way
I looked at it halfway through or even now, at the end.
Along the way, I discovered the most important story that needed telling, and that
story is very different from the story I originally intended to tell, the story I had thought
was most important without ever having been to Vernal or talked with the people who
lived there. My purpose was no longer to answer Paul Solotaroff’s question: “How many
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dead infants does it take before you’ll accept that there’s a problem?” My purpose instead
became to dig deeper into how people in Vernal thought about and experienced fracking
and what influenced their thinking and their rhetorical practices. And, in shifting to that
purpose, an underlying story began to emerge that was much more important than
thoughts and experiences and rhetorical practices concerning fracking. And that story is
about the emotional connections made between myself and the people I spoke with, who
were affected and who are continuing to be affected hydraulic fracturing. This story about
emotional entanglements transcends the black-and-white portrayals of Vernal by
dominant discourses built out of narrow frames of discussion that reinforce binary
thinking. Instead, this project builds a story out of the emotional connections I developed
with the people who are telling their stories. Such a story only came from immersing
myself in the place where the rhetoric I wanted to study was happening and from building
relationships with the people I met over time. In conducting an emplaced, embodied
research project such as this, I have formed an enduring link between my participants and
myself. Whether or not we continue to remain in contact after this dissertation is finished,
threads of connectivity will remain between us, forever binding us together through our
shared experiences, interactions, and stories. These lasting connections that continue well
after the research ends are part and parcel of qualitative research.
I believe that my experiences in the field and my reflections about these
experiences can offer valuable contributions to emergent methodological conversations
about rhetorical field methods. For example, in outlining the development of my research
paradigm, I bring ideas to the table about adapting case study research and Indigenous
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research methods to field-based rhetorical study and how these methods can enhance our
understandings and formulations of research and of relationships between researcher,
participants, and place. Applying case study research methods helped me to attend to my
participants in ways that accentuate the deep complexities and particularities of their
place-based beliefs and experiences and how these beliefs and experiences informed their
rhetorical practices. Indigenous methodologies brought to my research an attunement to a
way of being and a way of knowing oriented toward the “importance of relationships”
(Wilson 80). Adjusting my methodological frameworks towards a more Indigenous
paradigm taught me a great deal about what it means to cultivate relations with between
people and places and to consider how “we are the relationships that we hold and are a
part of” (80). I think this way of orienting ourselves towards our rhetorical field research
can enhance our ability to be reflexive and, as Jamie Landau theorizes, “feeling rhetorical
critics” who in “‘listening to their guts’” and writing about what they heard can
“denaturalize[] the borders of rhetoric that are too often assumed to be rational, logical,
cognitive, conscious, and symbolic” (85).
In sharing the ways in which my own personal beliefs and value systems came
into conflict with the dominant beliefs and values held by participants who supported
fracking, I engaged Landau’s call to “let go” of the “centuries-long myth of objectivity
and preference for logos over pathos” (85) and similar calls made by Middleton et al.
(2011, 2016) and McKinnon et al. (2016) regarding the need for rhetorical critics to be
reflexive about their processes and to write themselves into their own research. In taking
up Middleton, Hess, Endres, and Senda-Cook’s (2015) suggestions to include my own
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reflexive considerations of the “embodied and emplaced experiences of being in the
field” (23), I believe I have provided important insight into what entering the field as an
outsider can be like for a researcher. To make these experiences visible to readers and
accentuate the challenges and transformations I underwent, I followed moves made by
these authors to “deploy vignettes throughout” their theoretical and methodological
primer on participatory critical rhetoric so as to “ground rhetorical theories in phronetic
experiences” (182). Including excerpts from my field notes and reflecting on my research
process provides a vantage point from which to consider the implications of emic/etic
relations in the field. My reflexive considerations also speak to the dual purpose of
Middleton et al.’s text:
At the heart of this book is at once a call to action – urging critics to
embrace embodied and emplaced rhetorics by engaging in situ rhetoric –
but also a caution – urging critics to consider the foundations and
consequences of our critical choices before rushing into the field. (182)
In outlining my research process in Chapter 3 and making visible the steps I took before,
during and after my experiences in the field as well as incorporating my own emotions
and personal experiences with and in the place I throughout the entirety of this
dissertation, I hope I have provided a text that attends to the unavoidable ways that
rhetoricians both shape and are shaped by their research. Ultimately, I hope that this text
may serve generative purposes for future scholars of rhetoric engaging in or considering
engaging in rhetorical field work not only in the areas of study design and
implementation but also in attuning them to the ways in which a researcher’s goals and
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aims shift throughout the process and how researchers inescapably become part of their
research.
Certainly, problems can arise from the researcher placing themselves and their
emotions in their criticisms. Landau speaks to these difficulties:
This is not to say, however, that any of this will be simple or painless. For
example, the autonomy of our selves will be theoretically threatened but at
the same time difficult to actualize given conventions in the humanities
that isolate researchers by training them to sit thinking at their desks by
themselves. Female rhetorical scholars, specifically, might face backlash
when they express emotion in a male-and-logic-dominated profession.
(Landau 85)
However, the insights that will come from laying bare our emotions, our conflicts, our
transformations as scholars and as field researchers, specifically as female field
researchers, are well worth the risk. If we want to change the current systems of practice
regarding how rhetorical criticisms are written, we must show why this system fails. Indepth descriptions of our own experiences as rhetoricians in the field can help foster an
attunement to the extent of the problem.
Another take-away from this study is the invaluable experiences that researchers
gain when they enter the field, when they step away from the textual representations of
rhetoric and into the place where rhetoric happens. As I outlined in the Interlude, the
relationships between people and place foregrounded in this study offer food for thought
about how we, as researchers, both shape and are shaped by the field research we
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conduct. For me, these connections had profound impacts on this study, individually and
relationally. My participants and our relations came to bear on my thinking about people
who live in fracked towns, about fracking, and about research. The interactions I had with
the land and with Vernal as a place also exerted considerable influence on myself as a
person and on how I have come to conceive of relationships between land, people, and
rhetorical practices. Moreover, I had effects on my participants and on the place – I left
traces of myself and my thinking with every person I spoke with and with every step I
took along the way. My very presence shaped my interactions with my participants. The
three of us – participants, researcher, and place – together, we created this story, we
shaped this story, and we remade Vernal into a rhetorical place with a multiplicity of
meanings. These transformations speak truth to Endres and Senda-Cook’s argument that
“places of rhetoric are often in the process of becoming insofar as ‘locations, bodies,
words, visual symbols, memories, and dominant meanings all interact to make and
remake a place” (Endres and Senda-Cook qtd in Senda-Cook, Middleton, and Endres 23).
If anything, this study raises more questions than it answers. My own field notes
raise questions about how to transform polemicized discourses, and whether such
transformations are even possible. My own experiences in the field also raise questions
about female field researchers: How do we navigate instances of sexism or uninvited
advances from male interviewees? How do you develop and implement measures to
defuse such situations without compromising your research? Finally, my field
experiences raise questions about representation: how can rhetoricians use rhetorical field
methods like participatory critical rhetoric and in situ methodologies to help vault
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marginalized voices like those of Forrest and his indigenous community to the forefront
of conversations? Or, more importantly, who is best to be representing these voices? In
other words, should a white woman like me be examining indigenous discourses? If so,
how do I navigate issues of power imbalances, access, and representation? Conversations
such as these are necessary, especially in today’s political climate which openly targets
minority groups and brands them as un-American at best, and terrorists at worst.
In terms of what my experiences yield for the use of rhetorical field methods in
environmental rhetoric, my field work directly addresses a gap that Sackey and DeVoss
identified in their exploration of rhetorics of sustainability. There is a lack of attention,
Sackey and DeVoss stress, given to the way rhetoric is enacted, and, more specifically, a
dearth of studies that attend to “how environmental rhetoric is practiced within situated
communities” (197). Missing from the corpus is an “attention to practice” and rhetoric in
use. My study shows how participants practice and evaluate environmental rhetoric,
specifically discourses of hydraulic fracturing, within their own situated community
where fracking is ongoing. It sheds light on arguments that work and do not work for
participants according to the particular identities they hold in the particular place in
which they hold them. I think these are valuable contribution to the nascent conversation.
This is not to say that the work I have done fills this gap; it does not. It is but a pebble
tossed into a gorge. But, this pebble serves as an example of how in situ field methods
can fill in some of the contours around, add color and nuanced shading to local
environmental rhetorical practices. Imagine how detailed these insights will continue to
become, how many more pebbles will be tossed into the research gorge, with each
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additional field-based rhetorical study into the environmental rhetorical practices of more
situated communities.
Finally, a thread woven throughout this study has been one of making visible
things that have been smoothed over, neglected, excluded, erased, or eroded by dominant
discourses. Dominant rhetorical traditions that privilege text-centric criticisms have long
maintained the spotlight in the field’s theoretical and methodological discussions. It is my
opinion that dominance of textual approaches has, in essence, eclipsed alternative
approaches to rhetorical criticism. These alternative approaches are out there. They exist.
They are being used. They are generating exciting and innovative insights into the fields
of rhetoric and environmental rhetoric. But, these approaches are not as visible as they
could be, as they need to be. Thus, I hope that this study will help in some small way to
increase the visibility of the available resources for engaging one of these alternative
approaches: rhetorical field methods. As the scholars who are working to pave the way
for alternative criticisms using embodied and emplaced rhetorics gathered from in situ
methods make clear, the time is now for releasing the textual shackles traditional rhetoric
of old and herald in new subjects and objects of study that reveal important insights into
rhetoric in use. In truth, as Landau makes clear, “nascent gestures toward [in situ
approaches to rhetorical study] began in the discipline several decades ago, so isn’t it
about time that we let ourselves go?” (85).
Conclusion
As I take steps to bring this study to a close, I first return to the story of Donna
Young and the infant deaths – a story that played a significant role in the beginning
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chapters of this dissertation but disappeared altogether during my analysis of participants’
fracking discourses. As I mentioned in Chapter 3, the controversy surrounding Donna
Young and her discovery of the potential connection between pollution from fracking and
the town’s rising infant mortality rate was initially my reason for taking interest in Vernal
as a case. However, upon arriving in Vernal for the first time in July 2016, I soon came to
realize that this story held considerably less importance for many of my interviewees.
Few participants spoke about this issue. Some were not even familiar with it at all. As a
result, participants’ responses regarding Donna Young and her discovery did not make it
into my findings chapters. In total, five participants raised the issue on their own during
our interviews when asked if they knew of any issues in the area that involved hydraulic
fracturing. The first four were Tom, Chad, Greg, and Dale, all of whom indicated that
they opposed or mostly opposed fracking in the Background Questionnaire (see
Appendix A) and self-identified as environmentalists. Each one of them mentioned the
issue and Donna Young’s discovery specifically to demonstrate their concerns for the
area’s air quality and its effects on human health; to emphasize their worries over the
potential link between fracking and air pollution; and to reinforce their overall belief that
fracking is unsafe and harmful to the environment.
The fifth participant to raise the issue during our interview was Uintah County
Treasurer Wendi Long, who maintained staunch support for fracking. While Wendi
admitted to having concerns about the air quality in Vernal and to being aware of the
controversy over the infant deaths, she did not believe that area’s poor air quality caused
the deaths or that fracking contributed to air pollution in the Uinta Basin. Instead, she
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pointed to geographical factors: “Because of the landscape of our county, we have the
inversion. That inversion causes those air particles to be dense and to give us a bad air
quality figure.” In response to Young’s discovery, she expressed disbelief and admitted to
feeling “a little bit defensive when it comes to arguments about our air quality […] I like
to think that we live in the best county in the state or the nation. I love living here. I
raised my family here. It’s a great place to live and raise a family, so when I hear these
things about the fracking or the air quality, I get defensive about it.” She also cited the
Utah Department of Health’s investigation into the infant deaths – the 2015 study that
confirmed the rise in infant mortality, but found no connection between the infant
mortality rate and fracking because it did not explore potential environmental factors – as
evidence that discredited Young’s claims. Thus, where Tom, Chad, Greg, and Dale raised
the issue to show their concern for Young’s discovery and to serve as an argument
against fracking, Wendi raised the issue to disprove Young and to defend both fracking
and her home.
Commissioner Stringer did not raise the issue himself, but he did address the
subject at the tail-end of our interview. After he asked me why I had chosen Vernal for
my case study, I mentioned the Rolling Stone article as one of my reasons. He proceeded
to comment on his experience during the town-hall forum on the effects of air pollution
on human health and developing fetuses led by Dr. Brian Moench and his associates from
the Healthy Environment Alliance of Utah. “I was the only elected official that went to
that meeting,” the Commissioner told me. “I wanted to hear what they had to say”
because
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How can we talk, how can we reach anything if I don’t know what we’re
talking about? So, I sat and I listened. Politely. They said things that had
some … were a little misleading, and they’re going to stand up and call
me names. They have an issue. I get it. I have an issue. I’m an elected
official. I don’t want my community to be a death zone, but I don’t
appreciate it when you’re calling it that when it isn’t. But, at least I
understand where you’re coming from. Now, let’s move forward on
something. I don’t think Rolling Stone contributed positively to it, but we
continue on anyway. They come, they do, they leave, we’re still here.
We’re still looking on it.
Commissioner Stringer demonstrates concern for his community and a willingness to
engage with contradictory viewpoints. He also touches on the same problems Dale raised
in terms of media classification and outsiders coming into a town like Vernal for a few
days to dig up information for an article or to educate the community, who ultimately
leave and go home without a deeper, more localized understanding of the issue(s) that
brought them there. Still, while Commissioner Stringer did address the issue, he did so
primarily to defend himself and his community from what he considered to be
exaggerated and misleading claims.
None of my other participants mentioned Donna Young or the infant deaths.
When I raised the issue with Bill Hall and Forrest, both said they had not heard about it.
Daniel mentioned having read the Rolling Stone article, but he did not refer to specifics
about Young’s discovery in our interview. Danny, Glenny, Dave, George, Christine, and
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I discussed the issue of air quality during the group interview, but no one mentioned
Donna Young or the infant deaths. The topic of air quality never came up with Gayle. I
am struck by the fact that the majority of participants who did not believe Young, who
had not heard about the controversy, or who did not acknowledge it during our interviews
were fracking supporters (with the exception of Forrest, who likely was not aware of the
issue because it was not well-known in Indian Country). The obvious question here is:
why? Why didn’t they know, or, if they did know, why didn’t they acknowledge it as an
issue? Why didn’t those who mentioned it believe that the increase in infant mortality
was potentially caused by pollution from fracking?
One possible explanation comes from Greg. As a journalist, Greg spent a lot of
his time talking to the people of Vernal about local issues, like the one involving Donna
Young. He said that most of the town did not believe that fracking was connected to the
increased infant death rate. He said that “what’s happening right now is the town and the
industry was cast in a very bad light by that [Rolling Stone] article. And the local leaders
here pretty much said, ‘Pffbbtt. That’s not true.’ And they just, that’s about all the
response that happened.” When I asked him why he thought the town’s majority response
was to be so unaccepting of this potential connection, he said:
When people attack fracking, they [the residents and elected
officials of Vernal] will go through whatever mental gymnastics are
necessary to deny that there is a problem because they’re losing their
identity of the town. This is an oil town. You don’t go against that. It’s just
not something you do. […] So many times, you see communities who are
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all founded by one thing very deeply and very strongly to the point where
it’s their identity. They will brush under the rug any issues with whatever
that kind of identity characteristic is. […] They’re not gonna do anything
that’s gonna tarnish the identity. And they will go into denial, personally,
about what the issues are. They’ll say, “Must’ve been something else.
Must’ve been an isolated incident. It’s a fluke. It’s weird. It’s the
inversions. We get’em anyway. Moms just must not’ve been healthy. It
must’ve been something else.”
They will especially latch on to the fact that the Rolling Stone was
not this major empirical study. They’ll latch onto that and just say, “Oh,
well, pbbffftt. It wasn’t an empirical study. They proved nothing. I’m not
worried. It was something else. It’s not gonna happen to me.” Because it’s
a lot easier to do that then to deny the whole identity of the town and
realize that there’s gonna have to be this major shift.
Because it’s scary to change ideologies. It’s also scary because
they realize that if everybody admitted there was this huge problem with
fracking, there goes the town’s industry. There goes their livelihood.
There goes their job. There goes their family. There goes their house.
They’re gonna have to move. They see the world tumbling down. The
worst-case scenario. And they’re worried about contributing to that
potentially happening. So, they’ll do what they can to protect their
livelihood.
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It’s one of the deal breakers of those arguments that make people
think “Oh, man. That could be me,” is when there’s a stronger argument to
make them deny it. Which is living in a one industry town where your
livelihood is dependent on the reputation of the oil and gas industry. And
that’s when you tell yourself, “There’s so many people out there, it’s not
gonna be me. I’ll be the one who’s fine. I’ll luck out. Statistically,
probably won’t be me.” Eleven, twelve stillborns in a year? Think about
how many babies were born that year. Probably, it’s not gonna be you. So,
they’ll bank on those numbers, and hope it’s not them.
Greg’s explanation points to the influential roles that place and the gas and oil identity
play in the town’s willingness to accept arguments against fracking. His account also
brings into view intersections of history, power, and ideology working behind the scenes
to shape inhabitants’ perceptions and rhetorical practices concerning the issue of Donna
Young. Moreover, Greg’s explanation reflects Burke’s theory of terministic screens in
that it lays bare how language acts as a filter through which people perceive and act in the
world. The discursive practices of the dominant gas and oil identity regarding fracking
are simultaneously “a reflection of reality,” “a selection of reality,” and “a deflection of
reality” (45), and the powerful, enduring influence of this dominant screen poses
interesting questions regarding the lived experiences and rhetorical practices in Vernal:
What might it take to shift the pro-gas and oil screen through which many inhabitants
view the world? What might it take to provoke majority concern for the effects of
fracking on human and environmental health in Vernal? If, as Paul Solotaroff put forward
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in his now infamous article, dead infants are not convincing to inhabitants who support
fracking, what would ignite their concern and prompt them to reconsider their views?
Clearly, there is much more to the story of Donna Young and the dead infants
than I was able to attend to and explore in this dissertation. In my future work with this
research, one possibility would be to consider the power dynamics between gas and oil
spokespeople, local elected officials, and the town’s inhabitants. The loudest voices in
this controversy came from dominant discourses of industry and local government, whose
fervent messages denying the connection between fracking, air pollution, and increased
infant mortality were highly influential in shaping many residents’ views. While
messages expressing concern for the potential connection coming from environmental
groups were largely dismissed. Exploring these power dynamics and the rhetorical
implications they have for perceptions of and discursive practices toward fracking in
Vernal would shine even more light on the role of place in local discourses of fracking.
In my introduction to this project, I began by discussing Solotaroff’s Rolling
Stone article in which he offered his very neat, very tidy, very polarized characterization
of Vernal and its inhabitants. Solotaroff’s vision of Vernal is an example of a media
classification that participant Dale Gray said “classifies rural America as a block that
doesn’t have any variability into it.” Dale went on to say that “it’s easier to categorize
people to explain your theories about why things are happening, I guess, than to look at
all the little details where it gets so complex. […] You know, your story can come out
neat and tidy.” The end goal of this study has been to do the reverse of what Solataroff
did, to make things messy by “look[ing] at [participants’ fracking discourses for] all the
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details where it gets so complex.” In my final act to make a mess, to challenge the blackand-white frames through which local rhetorics of place tend to be viewed, I will tell you
a story. To be precise, I will tell you a story that one of my participants told me.
I first met Bill Hall at a local meeting for citizens concerned about protecting
shade trees in Vernal from a government canal lining proposal. I was introduced to Bill
by the meeting’s organizer, who, after he learned why I was in Vernal, thought Bill
would be a great person for me to talk to due to his experience with gas and oil. From that
moment on, Bill has told me many stories. He told me stories that reinforced his gas and
oil identity, stories that reinforced his LDS identity, and stories that reinforced both at the
same time. But, Bill also told me stories that complicated the gas and oil and LDS
identities he held, stories that revealed how very complex and nuanced and contradictory
that Bill’s beliefs about and experiences with fracking can be. This is one of those stories:
One day, I pulled up on our well site. I was the first one on there. I
walked over to the big garbage can, and I threw some stuff in the garbage
can. Guess what I found in the reserve pit? Besides the little bit of sheen of
oil laying on the top the water, which that wasn’t nothing, but I found a
duck in there, and it was still alive. It was cold that morning. I fished that
poor duck out of the water. I was probably there an hour before anybody
showed up. I fished him out of the water, got some rags out of my truck,
wiped him down the best I could, and I didn’t know what to do with him.
There was a box there, a cardboard box. I put him in that box,
because he was visibly cold, and he was shaking. I felt really bad for him.
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I tried to give him some water. I took the lid off my water thing, and I
filled it full of water. Of course, he wouldn’t drink it. I tried to give him
some bread, and he wouldn’t eat it. He was probably sick from the fumes
of that little sheen of oil that he’d been swimming in for who knows how
long. I knew the ramifications of finding this duck. I thought, “Oh, man.
What do I do with him?”
Here’s the thoughts going through my head: “Do I just kill him and
throw him in the trash can and not say anything? What if someone sees me
kill him? Do I just stick him in the trash can alive and not say anything?”
Then, you know, the big garbage truck comes and gets it. It wasn’t like
one that you flip it over in the truck. It’s loaded up, and then they take it to
the dump and then kick it all out. I thought, and I thought, and I thought. I
just didn’t know what to do. Then, I prayed about it.
About that time, the boss showed up. His name was Ed. I walked
over, and I said, “Ed, we got a problem.” He goes, “How big of a
problem?” I said, “A fricking huge problem.” He goes, “Oh, great. Now
what?” I said, “I can’t even tell you. I just have to show you.” I walked
him over there, and I showed it to him. He goes, “OMG.” He goes,
“Couldn’t you have just thrown that thing in the garbage and not said
anything?” I didn’t say anything. He goes, “Holy hell.” He picks up the
box, lays it on the bed of my truck, and he goes, “Oh my gosh.” He takes
it and he puts it in the back of his pickup and he leaves.
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About four hours later, he comes back. I said, “So, what happened
to the duck?” He said, “Well, I had to take it to Rifle. I had to take it to the
vet.” He says, “They’re going make sure the duck’s okay. Then, the duck
has to go to this rehabilitation center.” Anyway, my first six months later
go by and I said, “Ed, whatever happened to that duck?” He said, “I don’t
want to hear about that duck. That duck cost us $250,000.” I go, “Should I
have killed it?” He goes, “No, you did the right thing.”
But now all the sudden, we’ve got to put these nets over all of
these reserve pits. I don’t know what that costs. Then, we had to put all
these plastic balls in the water, bright colors. Then, we had to rig up this
thing on the edge of the pond, that about every 30 seconds, it sounds like a
shotgun going off, so any ducks that try to land in here, it scares them off.
I don’t have a clue what all that crap cost, because they would bring those
balls in – I’m not joking – by the semi loads. We’d back them semis up to
the reserve pit, and that guy would open it. It came in this net stuff, and
we’d just take our knives and cut that net, and them balls would all just
fall out of there. We’d get in there and kick them all out. You know,
they’re this big around. They don’t weigh anything. I remember some of
the truck drivers saying, “Wow! What are these for? What are you doing
that with them for?” “Well, we can’t tell you.” We can’t tell you because
this is all because of one duck. That probably cost a couple of hundred
million dollars right there. I don’t know.
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I hope you see some of what I see in Bill’s story. I see a man who has attached his
life to the gas and oil industry, who is happiest when he’s doing what he loves, which is
driving truck for the industry. I also see a man in a moment of tension, where he wrestles
with some seriously conflicting beliefs. I see a man struggling to maintain allegiances to
his gas and oil identity, while, at the same time, trying to reckon with the extreme
concern and care he feels for one of God’s creatures that has been injured by the very
industry he cares for so deeply. I see the emotional and moral strains resulting from his
attempts to simultaneously hold those conflicting beliefs. I see in this story a
humanization of what has become an inhuman industry, depicted as only caring for its
bottom line. After reading it, we remember that industries are comprised of people,
people with hearts and souls and minds. This story reveals the hearts and souls and minds
of Bill, his supervisor, and the larger corporation that they worked for. If they can go to
all that trouble for one duck, perhaps they might be willing to do more. That is to say,
Bill’s story brings larger practices into view: how do we care for the earth and its
inhabitants, both human and non? The answer to this question is not as clear-cut as
dominant discourses would make it out to be. There are multiple levels of care, each with
their own entangled connections to place, to history, to culture, to humans.
Most importantly, Bill’s story makes visible richly complex and nuanced ways
participants enacted their beliefs and values through story and how these enacted beliefs
and values, at times, collided in contradictory ways. These collisions draw attention to the
fragility, compassion, and potentiality that exist in each participant. The people with
whom I spoke are so much more than “pro-frackers” and “anti-frackers.” So much depth
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and complexity of thought exists beneath the surface of dominant discursive
characterizations of people living in places where fracking is ongoing. My conversations
with inhabitants and my subsequent analysis of their fracking discourses in this study
bring into view the complex ideological and ontological entanglements of place,
identities, values that are interwoven into inhabitants’ nuanced understandings of and
experiences with fracking. Like a tangled-up ball of yarn, these emplaced rhetorical
factors are knotted and messy. Tugging on one element to extricate it from the others
triggers multiple reactions elsewhere, activating another factor, and another, and yet
another. Such entanglements highlight the complex, place-contingent beliefs, values, and
practices of meaning-making that all work with and, at times, against one another to
shape their perceptions of and experiences with fracking and fracking arguments.
Moving outward to consider how this study speaks to scholarly conversations in
rhetoric and environmental rhetoric as well as to the larger conflict over fracking, these
findings emphasize the possibilities for local rhetorics of place to disrupt the dominant
discourses of fracking on local and national levels. That is, this study showed how
participants’ experiences and understandings of fracking are “experiential and
contextual” (Stake, 2000, 442) and offered insight into how the place in which they live
shapes the way they construct knowledges and make meanings of fracking. Study
findings also reinforce Gerard Hauser’s belief that
[t]ending to the rhetoric of civic conversation over an indeterminate matter
is indispensable for an understanding of public opinion. These dialogues
are conducted in a montage of settings and with a variety of partners who,
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in some way, are linked in civil society. Each extends or challenges a
prevailing epistemological paradigm for explaining our shared
environment. Collectively they create a multilogue from which we learn
about the threat that confronts us, the level of concern that our fellow
citizens share, their epistemological paradigms for confronting an
uncertain and perilous world, and their commitment to collective survival
in the face of severe and sometimes life-threatening crises. (106)
My analysis of participants’ fracking discourses presented in this study has highlighted
the multiple and varied perceptions of and experiences with fracking and fracking
arguments and the intricate, entangled ways in which place, identity, values, and beliefs
interacted and contributed to their understandings of and experiences with fracking and
how all of this influenced their rhetorical actions toward fracking.
Additionally, the “multilogue” created by these discourses fosters an
understanding of how interactions between institutional and vernacular discourses
determine how local publics respond to local issues. This understanding of local fracking
discourses could contribute to the development of place-specific rhetorical strategies on
the part of local environmentalists, who, in considering the specific beliefs and values of
the communities they wish to target, could work to design specialized environmental
communication that directly engages with and not against dominant community beliefs
and values. Such place-centric rhetorical practices could open up “zones and seams of
connection” (Goggin 6) between local discourses that can encourage collaboration and
promote more effective communication between inhabitants in communities where
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fracking is ongoing. Additionally, an attunement to the multiplicity, complexity, and
dynamic characteristics of local, place-based knowledges and experiences of fracking
calls out the ineffectiveness of national hegemonic perspectives that homogenize and
simplify local discourses and provides openings for more effective, inclusive media
representations that re-orient the discussion through the lived experiences of residents in
a fracked town to facilitate an understanding of the issue on their terms, from the place in
which they stand.
At its core, this study offers an intimate and detailed exploration into “how
environmental rhetoric is practiced within situated communities” (Sackey and DeVoss
197). Its attention to studying rhetoric as enacted and situated speaks to the value of
conducting field-based rhetorical study and hopefully contributes to furthering new
directions in rhetorical inquiry – toward “what rhetoric is becoming. Rather than
compulsively reproducing the status quo, isolating ourselves from one another, or
allowing conditions to become fallow, we should encourage passion about and
commitments to rhetorical labor that nourishes the heath of the field” (Pezzulo, 2016,
188). It is my hope that the passion and commitment I have displayed throughout this
project toward my research, my participants, and the place in which the rhetoric
happened can serve as nourishment for the field and beyond.
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Appendix A: Background Questionnaire

What pseudonym would you like to choose?
_____________________________________________
I do not want to use a pseudonym and choose to use my real name instead.
_____________________
What is your stance on hydraulic fracturing (fracking)?
• I support fracking. _______
• I oppose fracking. _______
• I mostly support fracking, but have some concerns. _______
If so, list a few concerns.

•

I mostly oppose fracking, but believe some benefits come from it.
_______
If so, list a few benefits.

• I neither support nor oppose fracking. _______
• I am unsure. _______
How long have you lived in this community?
________________________________________________
How do you identify your gender?
• Male _______
• Female _______
• Other _______
How do you identify your race?
• American Indian or Alaska Native _______
• Asian _______
• Black or African American _______
• Hispanic or Latino/a _______
• Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander _______
• White _______
• Other _______
How old are you? __________
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Appendix B: Initial Interview Protocol
The following open-ended questions are being asked of all interview participants.
Follow-up questions that arise from a participant’s responses may be asked.
Okay, I’m going to begin with some questions that will ask about your beliefs,
perceptions, and experiences in relation to fracking, then I’ll move to some questions that
will ask about arguments and making arguments about fracking, and I’ll finish by asking
some broad questions that will wrap up our interview. Before I start, I just want to make
sure we’re on the same page about what I mean when I say the word “argument.” When
I say that, I mean the reasons that people give when they’re trying to persuade others
that fracking is right or wrong.
1. When I say the word “fracking,” what is the first thing that comes to mind?
2. Do you know of any issues in your town that involve hydraulic fracturing? Tell
me about it.
a. How did you hear about this?
b. What are some of your thoughts about this?
c. What are some of the things you’ve heard other people say about this?
d. Has anything influenced your thoughts on this?
e. How does this whole thing make you feel?
3. During the background questions, you said your stance on fracking was _______.
Could you tell me a little about why you feel this way?
a. And, based on that, can you talk about why X is important to you?
4. Do you think of yourself as an activist when it comes to fracking? Talk to me
about why you feel this way.
5. If self-report as activist:
As an activist, could you talk a little about the things that you advocate for? Have
you ever taken any actions to help support your causes? [Prompts can be offered
if need be, such as “Have you ever done anything in public to support a cause?”
or “Can you think of a time when you did something in private, like with your
family and friends, to support a cause?
6. Can you think of a time you got into a discussion with someone about fracking
where you had to defend your point of view? What happened? Reconstruct this
discussion for me.
a. Was anything said during this discussion that really stands out to you? A
memorable comment or point that was made?
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b. How do you feel this discussion went? Did one of you seem to present a
stronger case than the other?
c. During this discussion or another discussion you’ve had – we can branch
out to other instances if need be – have you ever changed your mind based
on something someone else has said about fracking? What happened?
Why do you think that is?
d. Have you ever heard someone make a point about fracking that you then
took up and used in your own discussions later on? What made you do
this?
7. For those individuals who cannot recall being in a discussion:
Can you think of a time when you observed or read about or watched other people
debating about fracking? What happened? Reconstruct this situation for me.
a. Is there anything about this instance that really stands out to you? Like
something you read or heard someone say or do that really made an
impression on you?
b. How do you feel this situation went? Did someone seem to present a
stronger case than somebody else?
c. Have you ever changed your mind based on something you’ve read or
heard someone else say about fracking? What happened? Why do you
think that is?
d. Have you ever read or heard someone make a point about fracking that
you then took up and used in your own discussions later on? What made
you do this?
Okay, we’re going to shift gears now, and I’m going to ask some questions about
fracking arguments. Just to recap, when I say “arguments,” I mean the reasons people
give to try to convince others that fracking is right or wrong.
8. Can you talk about some of the recurring arguments (both for and against) that
you’ve heard being used about fracking? Where have you heard or read or seen
these arguments being made?
9. One of the things that I’m curious about is how people react to arguments about
fracking, you know, like “Fracking creates jobs” or “Fracking pollutes
groundwater.” Can you think of any arguments about fracking that make you
react particularly strongly? Like, if someone said X to you about fracking, you
would feel Y. Why is that? And, if someone made that argument to you, how do
you think you might respond? Could talk more about that?
10. Could you talk a little about fracking arguments that you think are particularly
effective? Why do you think these arguments are so effective?
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11. What about fracking arguments that you think are particularly ineffective? What
is it about these arguments that you find to be so ineffective?
12. What do you think are the qualities for a successful way to discuss fracking? Can
you think of things that people can say or do when they talk about fracking that
could help their chances of persuading others? What about an unsuccessful way of
talking about fracking?
We’re almost done now. Thank you so much for your patience. With these last few
questions, we’re going to broaden out a little bit and wrap things up.
13. Overall, what do you think about the current state of the fracking debate? [Further
clarification can be offered, if needed. For example, “That is, do you think the
ways that people are talking about fracking now are helping to make progress on
the issue?” or “What would need to occur to achieve the things you want to see
happen with fracking?”]
a. If yes, what kinds of progress do you see being made?
b. If no, what do you think is needed for the fracking debate to make
progress?
14. Can you think of anything that you would like to add—any additional thoughts
you have about fracking or arguments about fracking or anything else?
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Appendix C: Follow-Up Interview Protocol
1. Tell me about what’s happened in your community since we spoke last year.
a. Any changes in the economy?
b. Any changes in oil and gas development?
c. Is there still an issue surrounding the air quality here?
d. Any more news about infant deaths? Donna Young?
e. What happened with the Public Lands Initiative?
2. Do you think that Trump’s election has resulted in any changes for your community?
For you, personally? What have you heard other people say about this?
3. Do you still hold the view of fracking that you held last time we spoke: that you
support/oppose/neither support nor oppose/mainly support but have some
concerns/mainly oppose but see some benefits? Why?
4. What are some of the things that you think influence how a person feels about and
experiences fracking and gas and oil development? Do you think that where a person
lives plays a part in how they feel about and experience fracking? How so?
5. Since I last saw you, have you gotten into a conversation with someone about
fracking or gas and oil drilling who didn’t share your point of view? Recreate that
conversation for me. What arguments did you use? Why?
6. What sorts of arguments have you been hearing about fracking, both for and against,
since we last spoke? Anything new that piqued your interest? Or has it been the same
old arguments being hashed around?
7. You stated in our last interview that this town and the people in it depend on oil and
gas. What if a law was passed banning gas and oil development. A law that said at
you couldn’t do any more gas and oil development here or anywhere and that your
town had to find something else to base its economy on. What do you think would
happen in your town if the oil and gas industry dried up? How does this make you
feel?
8. You mentioned education in our last interview. You said that you see a lack of
education as a problem in the fracking debate. That people don’t understand it or
don’t know a lot about it. Can you tell me what education means to you? How do you
educate yourself/how are you educated on this issue/how do you see yourself being
educated about this issue? How do you think other people should educate themselves
or be educated on this issue?
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9. What do you think people who support/oppose fracking need to know? About you or
about your town? If one of those people were here right now, what would you say to
them?
10. Why do you think that other people should share your views on fracking?
11. Do you think there is a way to settle this controversy over fracking? Why or why not?
How does this make you feel?
12. What are your hopes for the fracking debate? For your community?
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Appendix D: Matrix of Emplaced Rhetorical Practices
PARTICIPANT
IDENTITIES

Gas and Oil Identity

Latter-day Saint (LDS)
Identity

Environmentalist Identity

Appeals to Identity

Appeals to Physical
Elements of Place

Appeals to Knowledge
of/Experience with a Place

Discourse binds fracking to
individual and community
identities and tethers practice
to historical and cultural
traditions of gas and oil
development

Discourse calls upon the
area’s physiography and
geology to bind fracking to
the land and position it as a
suitable practice in Vernal

Discourse binds knowledge
and education of fracking to
local, first-hand experiences
to establish authority and
expertise about fracking and
community needs

Discourse invokes LDS
values of personal
responsibility and selfreliance and belief that
humans have dominion over
the earth

Discourse attaches religious
significance to land and to
resource extraction that
frames fracking as ordained
by God and casts the
industry as environmental
stewards for its land
reclamation practices

Discourse attaches patriotism
and nationalism to fracking
and binds fracking to LDS
beliefs about family values
and the importance of family

Discourse employs appeals
to gas and oil identity to
criticize it and to bind
fracking to human and
environmental harms

Discourse challenges
dominant beliefs by
establishing alternative uses
for the land and promoting
the value of biocentrism

Discourse links people and
place together, invokes calls
for ecological thinking and
condemns those lacking this
knowledge as ignorant and,
in some cases, willfully
ignorant and immoral.
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PARTICIPANT
IDENTITIES

Indigenous Identity

Appeals to Identity

Appeals to Physical
Elements of Place

Appeals to Knowledge
of/Experience with a Place

Discourse binds humans and
nature in terms of relations
and criticizes dominant
identities for engaging in
practices like fracking that
disrupt this relational
orientation to the world

Discourse brings into view
the real-life consequences
that traditional conceptions
of land and land use can
have on marginalized groups
such as the Ute Indian Tribe
and promotes an Indigenous
worldview

Discourse invokes need for
critical thinking that would
foster a more multifaceted,
dynamic vision of the world
and brings into view the
oppressive and destructive
treatment of Native peoples
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